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Forests are repositories of great wealth and ecological importance, and as such have 
become critical sites of struggle between states intending to exert their supremacy, nature 
conservation organisations, who are claiming to protect biodiversity, and indigenous peoples 
endeavouring to assert their customary rights to the land. The tropical forests have always been a 
vital part of the cultural ensemble and cosmology of the indigenous peoples of Peninsular 
Malaysia (otherwise known as Orang Asli). The Malaysian government ever since Independence 
in 1957 has viewed forests as sources of natural timber extraction, and as sites for potential 
clearing for development programs. Increasingly, government management emphasis has begun 
to shift from timber production to developing „forest recreation areas‟ to stabilise the 
environment. This thesis aims to examine the implications of ecotourism development on a 
village in the state of Perak called Kampung Ulu Geroh, with the help of a non-governmental 
organisation, Malaysian Nature Society.  My primary interest is not to identify the driving force 
of conservation and ecotourism development of ecotourism per se, but to investigate what is 
happening in the spaces between them - the spaces of conflict/borderzones. In a process of 
„transculturation‟, locals‟ ideas about nature and the environment changed in relation to tourism, 




Chapter 1 Contested Knowledge of the Forest: Contact Zones of Ecotourism 
 
Preamble - Knowledge of the Forest 
 It was late afternoon, sunlight was filtering through the dense forest canopy as we walked 
along the trail. The ground was slippery and muddy, since it was the rainy season, and it had 
rained the night before.  We had come through the banana plantations near the Semai villages. 
About 20 minutes along the way, more steep and slippery we had entered dense forest, cool and 
humid. Our guide warned us about snakes and leeches, which came out after the rain. The group 
which I was a part of were a group of Malaysian Nature Society members from Kuala Lumpur, 
who avidly enjoyed hiking in the Malaysian forests whenever they had the opportunity. 
Composed primarily of Chinese Malaysians, with a few Indian Malaysians, they were extensively 
knowledgeable nature enthusiasts, who had arrived early in the morning to the town of Gopeng, 
the gateway to the Bukit Kinta Forest Reserve. They were met by a Malay middleman who 
handled many of the domestic urban tourist groups, meeting them in the town, and then bringing 
them by four wheel drive or van into the reserves. To get there, one passes over the Gopeng River 
(Sungei Gopeng) one hour into the forest, to the Semai village of Kampung Tengah in the cluster 
of Ulu Geroh. There had been set up a visitor information centre, that had been previously an 
abandoned surau (Muslim prayer house). The trek started from there, and usually ½ hour into the 
trek, the guide would allow the tourist group to take a break. On this occasion, the guide told us to 
take a five minute break, at this small clearing along a steep climb. People scattered about looking 
for convenient places to sit. A Chinese man piped up and asked the guide, „Oh this leaf looks like 
a familiar plant‟, pointing to a shrub with pointy leaves, „Do you know the name in the Semai 
language, and what it is used for?‟ The young Semai guide equivocated and gave a random Malay 
term for the plant: tongkat ali (Eurycoma longifolia). The Chinese tourist responded in a 
disgruntled manner, “No, that is not tongkat ali!”, giving him the correct term, „selasih hijau‟ 
(Ocimum basilicum) and expounding on the uses of the plant: „Its leaves are aromatic and are 
often used in the ulam (traditional raw salad) dish‟. The Chinese man and his companions asked a 
few more questions of the guide, but found none of his responses satisfactory. Young Semais in 
the present day are infrequently given knowledge by their elders about the names and uses of the 
plants. Most of the guides have been to school and are literate in Malay and English, and because 
of their participation in „modern‟ education have not learned „traditional‟ knowledge. In most 
cases giving responses to tourists is not a problem, since most of the tourists do not know the 
forest, and will be satisfied with any answer they are given. Problems however occur when a 
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different category of tourist, the “nature enthusiast”, in people who consider themselves a type of 
“forest expert” are brought into the forest. 
To make matters worse for this group of Malaysian Nature Society members, upon 
arriving at the main destination of the trek, the wondrous Rafflesia flower, famous worldwide for 
its large size, striking colors and pungent odour, it turned out the flower was not in bloom. Instead 
it was black and rotten. The group was very disappointed after such a difficult and treacherous 
trek. Before each trek the tour group is promised that they will see the Rafflesia flower in bloom. 
Conscientious guides will trek to the destination a day before, to make sure the flower is in 
bloom, and if not will scout out an alternative site. This guide however had failed to do so. This 
was my first opportunity to make the trek to see a Rafflesia flower and I was interested in what 
appeared to be the somewhat contradictory exchange that took place between the visitors, hoping 
to learn something of the forest, and the guide, who was supposed to be the „forest expert‟. This 
interchange set me to thinking about the expectations of the forest that are held by different 
parties, and how ecotourism has not only facilitated encounters between people who have very 
different ideas about the forest, but has also allowed for these ideas to influence one another.  
 
Contesting Forests 
Forests are repositories of great wealth and ecological importance, and as such have 
become critical sites of struggle between states intending to exert their supremacy, nature 
conservation organisations, who are claiming to protect biodiversity, and indigenous peoples 
endeavouring to assert their customary rights to the land. The tropical forests have always been a 
vital part of the cultural ensemble and cosmology of the indigenous peoples of Peninsular 
Malaysia (otherwise known as Orang Asli). For these forest-dwellers, forests are a source of 
knowledge and a symbol of power, in addition to being a means of knowing and realising their 
selves (Hood, 1993:451). The Malaysian government ever since Independence in 1957 has 
viewed forests as sources of natural timber extraction, and as sites for potential clearing for 
development programs, including resettlement, oil palm plantations, mining operations and the 
like. Only since the mid 20th century has the government been concerned about the loss of 
biodiversity and has included conservation as part of their policies in regards to forest 
management. With the Biodiversity Action Plan of 2001, various programs were adopted to 
ensure the integrity of protected areas, which included promoting them as conservation, research 
and ecotourism areas. This thesis will examine these contrasting ideas about the forests in 
Malaysia, and focuses in particular on how the development and promotion of ecotourism has 
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affected indigenous cultural conceptions of the forest.  Most of my research was carried out 
among the Semais (subsumed under Senoi, the largest subgroup of the Orang Asli), in the Ulu 
Geroh area of the state of Perak. In 2000 a local non-governmental organisation, the Malaysian 
Nature Society, (hereafter referred to as MNS in this thesis), began to set up an ecotourism 
project to further their aims of conservation and biodiversity protection in the Bukit Kinta nature 
reserve, where the Semais live. My suggestion here is that this ecotourism project has resulted in 
a realignment and renegotiation of the Semais‟ cultural conceptions of „forest‟. These shifting 
cultural conceptions are, however, not solely unidirectional, for the dynamic reconfiguration of 
ideas surrounding the „forest‟ are similarly transposed from the Semais, to members of the MNS, 
and to the various tourists whose visits to the forests they have facilitated. In this way we can say 
that there is transference of ideas from the „core‟ to the „periphery‟, in a very dynamic and multi-
dimensional manner. „Forest‟, as such, is understood as a symbol appropriated and employed by 
the various agents implicated in the ecotourism industry: local Semai tour guides, tourists, and the 
NGO conservation representatives. Ecotourism, then, as a form of tourist activity, acts as a 
conduit of sorts for the various agents‟ understandings and ideological notions, by virtue of the 
appropriation of the various „imaginations‟ of the „forest‟.  
My primary interest is not to identify the driving force of conservation and ecotourism 
development per se, but to investigate what is happening in the spaces between them. Edward 
Bruner referred to these spaces „in-between‟ as „touristic borderzones‟ (2001), where people meet 
for different purposes (some for „work‟ and some for „play‟) and by virtue of this their idea of 
their encounters and what they meet there will be fundamentally different. My suggestion here is 
that with this touristic contact, the sine qua non of the conflation of the various conceptions of 
„forest‟ by the different agents involved in touristic activities within the conflict/borderzones is 
not a unidirectional transposition of a dominant culture‟s notions onto a subordinated one. This 
thesis seeks to highlight how, even in circumstances where power is differentially distributed, the 
„visited‟ as well as the „visitor‟ adapt and borrow from each others‟ cultural practices in a 
dialectical fashion, and in turn modify their own cultural practices. The aim, as such, is to explore 
the nexus of confrontation and negotiation between state government and a non-government 
organisation (NGO) over the „rights‟ and „needs‟ of the Orang Asli with regards to the forest. 
This nexus also involves the struggle of a particular subgroup - the Semais - against forms of 
subjection, and their resultant active situational positioning within these „in-between‟ spaces, 
choosing to align themselves with certain „knowledges‟ to their advantage. This, I hope, may 
contribute in some measure to the leitmotiv of current anthropological discussions about how 
„postmodern complexities occur not only in the centres of Western power but also in postcolonial 
 4 
borderzones on the periphery, in what used to be the pure, authentic preserve of ethnographic 
science‟ (Bruner, 1996:177). 
 
Visiting Forests 
Ethnography is crucial in a world in which the domination of privileged discourse… threatens to 
make other discourses inaudible or unintelligible (Rappaport 1993:301). 
Changing government policies in the 21st century towards the forests is in recognition of 
the fact that development has begun to „encroach upon sensitive areas such as forest reserves‟ 
(Eighth Malaysia Plan, 2001:544), and as such, management emphasis has begun to shift from 
timber production to developing „forest recreation areas‟ to stabilise the environment (Eighth 
Malaysia Plan, 2001:546). The forest came to be recognised as a „valuable source of recreation‟ 
and an „increasingly popular attraction for local and foreign tourists‟ (ibid.). In the climate of an 
increasing governmental emphasis on conservation, ecotourism development and enhancing 
environmental awareness during the period of 2001-2005, I was interested in understanding the 
impacts of these recent developments in governmental policies on the indigenous peoples of 
Malaysia, often referred to as Orang Asli, and what it means in possibly alleviating their socio-
economic situation as a marginalised community of the country. In particular, I was keen on 
studying the situation of the Semais, currently the largest sukubangsa (ethnic-tribal subgrouping) 
of the Orang Aslis. Historically, they have a great inclination to shifting cultivation, and lived on 
the margins of primary forests (Kathirithamby-Wells, 2005:136). Like most indigenous groups in 
the world, and all Orang Asli communities in Malaysia, the Semai are low-income earners and 
are a marginalized group. In the year 2000, most of them were subsisting below the national 
poverty line of US$124 per month. Their major activities are small-scale subsistence farming of 
fruit trees, and petty commodity production (e.g. collection of forest products like rattan and 
bamboo for sale). Many young adults are engaged as daily wage workers in logging, rubber and 
oil palm plantations, and in town factories. Some villagers are illiterate and many are not very 
highly educated. An Orang Asli settlement of the Semai subgroup in the Malaysian state of Perak 
at Kampung Ulu Geroh (Ulu Geroh Village), where a local non-governmental organisation-
initiated ecotourism project was underway, came to my attention as a good research site to 
embark on my research questions.  
This thesis is a culmination of fieldwork and investigation that took me to several parts of 
the Peninsula over a one-year period (2005 - 2006). My first exposure to the Orang Asli situation 
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was while researching on Semai conversion to Christianity for my honours thesis in 2003. I 
explored how their experience of Christianity, in response to the Malaysian government‟s policy 
to convert them to Islam, has allowed them the choice of not fully transiting completely to a book 
religion, and the space to still operate within their pragmatic world-view (Tan, 2003:40). That 
research had led me to various Semai territories within the state of Perak and piqued my interest 
in Semai customary practices vis-à-vis the forest. My preliminary search for a fieldsite in 2004 
led me to a local community participatory conservation and ecotourism effort among the Semelai, 
another subgroup of the Orang Asli at Tasek Bera in Pahang
1
. A cooperative composed of local 
Semelais of the Tasek Bera area called the Semelai Association for Boating and Tourism 
(SABOT) has been established. After some preliminary investigative work at Tasek Bera, it was 
discovered that there is a need to select a new fieldsite as tourist arrivals at Tasek Bera were very 
seasonal. The Semelai Homestay programme is still not very popular with tourists, either 
domestic or foreign. In fact, I was the first guest for my host of the homestay programme during 
my stay at Tasek Bera, and this was a totally new experience for her. In my search for another 
fieldsite, I spent several months as a backpacker in Cameron Highlands, Pahang. This experience 
proved to be crucial in my later study of tourist behaviour. While in Cameron Highlands, I had 
intentions of conducting research at Kampung Batu 24, a tiny village situated on the slopes of the 
highland. The villagers are small-scale producers of handmade miniature blowpipes which they 
sell in makeshift shelters to the few wandering tourists. Due to the sensitivity of the Orang Asli 
situation, the villagers baulked at my request to stay with them. This difficulty of gaining access 
to the field highlighted to me how pivotal „sponsorship‟ of key gatekeepers with prior established 
relationships with villagers is. My arduous search eventually led me to a fledgling nature 
education awareness company set up in 2002 by Mr Neal Nirmal Ariyapala, called Kampung 
Hijau (Green Village) in Taiping, Perak2. Also currently holding the position of Chairman of the 
State of Perak‟s MNS branch, I learnt that he was previously involved in successfully developing 
a community-based „Model Site‟ for Kampung Ulu Geroh for the MNS in his capacity as a Senior 
Education Officer then. Having been personally involved in the project, he was able to put me in 
touch with the MNS. Through these various gatekeepers, I was able to gain entry into the field 
and conduct research. I was driven by a desire to uncover the reasons behind Ulu Geroh being a 
                                                             
1
 The first site in Malaysia to be established under the RAMSAR Convention on Wetlands International 
Importance Especially as Waterfowl Habitat, it was ideal for studying the issues of the sustainability of 
ecotourism and the implications on the lives of the indigenous peoples. The RAMSAR Convention on 
Wetlands is the first of the modern global intergovernmental treaties on the conservation and sustainable 
use of natural resources, but, compared with more recent ones, its provisions are relatively straightforward 
and general. 
2
 I was alerted to this by my supervisor Assoc. Prof. Maribeth Erb. 
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case in point of a rather successful ecotourism project, while a similar initiative in Tasek Bera did 
not achieve the desired results. The initiative at Ulu Geroh has in fact been so successful that it is 
even being documented by the funders from United Nations Development Programme‟s (UNDP) 
Global Environment Facility Small Grants Programme (GEF-SGP) as one of the several 
successful models for local community involvement in conservation initiative. A relatively high-
profile project in Peninsular Malaysia, the project was embarked upon in the wake of a successful 
garnering of donors and contributors (both international and national), and the securing of the 
necessary support from crucial state government bodies. The feasibility study (Phase 1) for this 
initiative was funded by IUCN (Netherlands) in 2000. The initiative was found to be feasible, 
after which Phase 2 (2002 - 2004) was launched with a grant from the United Nations 
Development Programme‟s (UNDP) Global Environment Facility Small Grants Programme 
(GEF-SGP), during which a community cooperative was formed, Rafflesia sites surveyed, and 
nature guides trained. Funds also poured in from EarthWatch Institute and Hong Kong and 
Shanghai Bank Corporation (HSBC) in Phase 2, and Dow Chemical (M) Sdn Bhd and the EU 
UNDP Small Grants Programme for the Protection of Tropical Forest (EU UNDP SGP-PTF) in 
Phase 3. The eventual successful launch of the project hinged upon the Perak state‟s governing 
bodies‟ involvement in the Project Steering Committee (PSC). The two main government 
partners are the Department of Orang Asli Affairs (Kinta District) and Department of Forestry 
Perak/ Kedah. Other more recent PSC members (since 2006) are the Village Chief of Mukim 
Teja, District Officer of Kampar, Department of Wildlife Protection & National Parks Perak, 
Perak Tourism Action Council, and Department of Islamic Development of Malaysia (Jabatan 
Kemajuan Islam Malaysia, or JAKIM). Another PSC member since 2000, Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia (UKM, or Malaysia National University) assisted in the research and survey of 
Rafflesia and RBBB.  
The Kampung Ulu Geroh settlement is located about 12 km from the nearest town, 
Gopeng, and is surrounded by three other Semai villages: Kampung Empang Besar, Kampung 
Ulu Kampar, and Kampung Serkal. The tarred road to the village stops before the Sungai Geroh 
bridge crossing and after that it is dirt roads all the way into the village. As such, means of travel 
are mostly 4WDs, motorcycles or by foot. The village is part of the government‟s resettlement 
programme (Rancangan Penempatan Semula). In local history, the Semais have been residing in 
Ulu Geroh for the past 50-odd years after being resettled from the interior highlands by the 
government. The population in the village number more than 400 individuals, most of whom are 
still animists, or have converted to either Christianity or Islam. Despite the absence of signboards 
(official or otherwise) clearly demarcating geographical boundaries, this whole settlement is, 
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according to local understanding, made up of three territorial sub-divisions (Malay: mukim): 
Kampung Empang Bawah, Kampung Tengah, and Kampung Akhir. The central cluster - 
Kampung Tengah, is where the MNS has initiated its local community development and 
conservation project known as the MNS Rafflesia Conservation Project. Kampung Tengah of Ulu 
Geroh sits in the Bukit Kinta Forest Reserve located on the Central Forest Spine, where the 
endangered and rare species of Rajah Brooke Birdwing butterfly (Troides brookiana albescens) 
and the Rafflesia flower (Rafflesia cantleyi) abound. The Bukit Kinta Forest Reserve, with its 
state-designated status of Permanent Forest Reserve and Virgin Jungle Reserve, is recognised as 
an Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) and an Important Bird Area (IBA) (New Sunday 
Times, 20/07/2008 )
3
. Within the forest reserve is the 950ha Kinta Nature Park established in 
2001 (ibid.).  
 
Figure 1 Location of Kampung Ulu Geroh in relation to Gopeng Town. 
                                                             
3
 The park consists of 14 ex-mining ponds and is home to at least 120 bird species with almost 60 per cent 
of them listed as totally protected or protected under the Protection of Wild Life Act 1976 (New Sunday 
Times, 20/07/2008).  
The North-South Highway 
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The park is currently managed by the Department of Wildlife and National Parks, but due to 
inadequate protection and poor management under the department, the MNS has proposed in July 
2008 that the park be gazetted and managed by the Perak State Parks Corporation instead (ibid.). 
In a spectacular display, the rare and endemic species of the Rajah Brooke Birdwing 
butterfly
4
 (hereafter referred to as RBBB) congregate in large numbers at specific salt licks 
typically found along forest roads and on sand banks by the rivers or streams to gain nourishment 
from the mineral-rich water. The RBBB is a species from the Papilionidae family which includes 
some of the most magnificent species of butterflies. To date, 62 species have been identified in 
Ulu Geroh, of which 53 are common, 6 uncommon, and 3 are rare. A high concentration of the 
famed Rafflesia cantleyi
5
 (Malay: bunga pakma) was discovered to be thriving in the vicinity by a 
Swedish scientist, Dr K. Fletcher, in the 1970s. Rafflesia is normally an inaccessible deep jungle 
plant, but at Ulu Geroh, a short trek along village trails lead to the seasonal plant. Believed by 
botanists to be the only plant in the world capable of „playing dead‟, its properties hoodwink flies 
and insects to stopover and fly away with spores for pollination. Its waxy thick red petals 
resemble decaying meat. It also smells like one. Capable of growing up to 55cm in size, the 
Rafflesia usually looks its best for only four days upon blooming, before it starts to wither. All 
species of the Rafflesia are listed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
as „threatened‟ by habitat loss (logging, agriculture, and development), direct exploitation (over-
collection of Rafflesia buds for commercial trade), and unmanaged tourism (uncontrolled visitor 
numbers, and unregulated collection of flowers and buds)
6
. So long as the surrounding natural 
habitats remain undisturbed, the RBBB and Rafflesia populations would not be adversely 
affected. 
Due to the sensitivity of Orang Asli and forest policy issues in Malaysia, fieldwork 
proved to be a challenge, and sometimes dangerous. In the past, strategies used by field 
researchers have rarely been of interest to other researchers because the voice of the social 
scientist has been considered privileged. This privilege arises from the assumption that he/she is 
privy to the broad picture of the research phenomenon and that his/her biases are ideally 
suspended. Increasingly though, field research accounts are considered important. Especially in 
field sites that are considered sensitive, the researcher is seen as an element in the overall process 
                                                             
4
 The RBBB was discovered in 1855 in Borneo by A.R. Wallace, who named it after the first White Rajah 
of Sarawak, Sir James Brooke. 
5
 The Rafflesia derived its name from Sir Stamford Raffles (1781 – 1826), the founder of Singapore, who 
together with companion Dr. Joseph Arnold stumbled upon these fiery blooms while trekking in the 
rainforest in the 19th Century. The first specimen discovered was named Rafflesia Arnoldi. Subsequently, 
20 species have been recorded so far. 
6
 Listed in the MNS-produced pamphlet entitled „Rafflesias of Ulu Geroh‟. Refer to Appendix 2. 
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of knowledge production. This is not a new issue; it is bound up with the emic/etic question in 
anthropology (Pelto and Pelto, 1978). It is recognised that mechanisms of differentiation - gender, 
ethnicity, and class, as well as the researcher‟s positioning of self - all have an effect on the kinds 
of information the researcher can generate in the field (Cooke, 1999:211). In my attempts to make 
the subordinated‟s discourse audible and intelligible as exhorted by Rappaport, I embarked upon 
fieldwork by positioning myself as a graduate student interested in documenting the oral 
traditions of the village, to get the villagers comfortable with my presence. The village has been 
receiving much media attention, with government officials, television producers, journalists 
visiting frequently, and they were very keen in highlighting their plight to every outsider who was 
assumed to possess some measure of „power‟. So initially those directly involved in the project 
gave very „sanitised‟ reports of how the ecotourism project was beneficial to the village, and 
asked me to „go back to Singapore and tell people about this wonderful project so that they can 
come visit our village‟. Eventually, after I have built rapport with them and gained their trust, 
they were more forthright in voicing their less positive sentiments. Nonetheless, due to my 
positioning as someone with ties to the MNS, those against the project baulked at associating with 
me. Pak A, one of the pioneer members who had quit the project, was initially reticent and 
unwilling to be interviewed by me. After hearing that I was going around the village wanting to 
learn more about Semai culture, he came to me one day and indicated that he was willing to be 
interviewed. In the field, I also have had to negotiate the delicate balance of possessing 
concurrently two identities that were invariably conflicting – one as a tourist, and the other as a 
researcher: „travelling for pleasure‟ versus „travelling for work‟. At Dean MacCannell‟s 
exhortations to „follow the tourist‟ (1976:4), I undertook research likewise, by „joining their 
groups, sometimes watching them from afar through writings by, for and about them‟ (ibid.), 
sometimes even becoming like them in mimicking their „touristy‟ behaviour, but most of the 
times attempting to engage them with their own thoughts on being a tourist themselves. 
In describing peoples such as the Semai, the problem I faced was: how to make a society 
narratable? However one defines knowledge, it is not easily accessible. It is not something that 
can be picked up in months, particularly as I do not speak the vernacular Semai language. The 
interviews were conducted in a third (national) language native to neither me nor my informants. 
Furthermore, in the study of Semai cosmology, I faced the complexities of symbolism analysis: 
am I restituting the practices and ways of thinking of specific local people, or am I merely 
fleshing out a plausible account? (Mauzé, 1998:233). Thus I acknowledge that the data I was 
working with were already the product of both native exegesis and my interpretation as 
ethnographer (ibid.). 
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Summary of Chapters 
In the following chapter, I will trace the historical emergence of concepts such as „nature‟ 
and how they inform present debates about conservation, in particular, the persistence of the 
„wilderness‟ preservation tradition that informs current conservation practice. Chapter 3 examines 
the Malaysian political context that has shaped environmental policy, in particular, the utilitarian 
tendency of „sustainable forest management‟. I also look at MNS‟s conservation ideologies 
Chapter 4 deals with the issue of Orang Asli relationship to land, addressing the debates on 
indigenous peoples‟ „ecological wisdom‟ and whether they are „natural conservationists‟. In 
Chapter 5, I follow up on the concept of nature as „wilderness‟ to show how it scuppered total 
community involvement through an „emptying‟ process of the inhabitants. I also introduce some 
background to the MNS‟s involvement, and show how they pursued an exclusionary mode of 
protected site management by presenting the „inert‟ local community as in need of „mobilising‟ 
by outsiders to protect resources, and in some cases, to protect the resources from the local 
community themselves. Chapter 6 presents the dynamic interactions within the touristic 
„borderzones‟ between tourists and locals. In a process of „transculturation‟, locals‟ ideas about 
nature and the environment changed in relation to tourism, and tourists believe they are learning 
about and connecting with local culture, but in a very ambiguous way. I end by concluding in 
Chapter 7 that protected area management that are planned and undertaken by local people guided 














Chapter 2 Taming and Touring the „Wilderness‟ 
Introduction 
Landscape is never inert, people engage with it, re-work it, appropriate and contest it. It is part 
of the way in which identities are created and disputed, whether as individuals, group, or nation-
state. Operating therefore at the juncture of history and politics, social relations and cultural 
perceptions, landscape has to be... „a concept of high tension‟ (Fred Inglis 1977, quoted in 
Bender, 1993:3).  
In this chapter I trace the historical emergence of the concept of environmentalism, from 
the conceptualisation of landscape as „worthless wilderness‟ to an „environment‟ worthy of 
„saving‟ by the act of visiting. The historical emergence of this concept of the environment also 
implicates the inhabitants of the wilderness, who are summarily dispossessed of their traditional 
lands with the circumscribing of boundaries by nation-states in the name of conserving those 
previously worthless „empty‟ lands. The recourse to rights to their traditional land became tied 
with the discourse on indigenous peoples as natural conservationists, or primitive polluters. Eco-
managerialism emerged as a concept in the 18th century, promulgating the perspective that 
environmental resources are to be „infrastructuralised‟. In the course of these contestations and 
disputes over how landscapes are defined by the various actors: states and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), the indigenous inhabitants of these landscapes are not completely 
disempowered and disenfranchised. With the emergence of community participatory 
environmental management, I examine the implications of contacts between tourists and 
indigenous inhabitants within the context of ecotourism.  
 
An Imaginary Wilderness 
Lowenthal (2000) shows how the currently dominant concept of environment as 
something that exists external and separate to the person is a relatively recent development in 
European thought. For much of European history environment was conceived of as surroundings, 
and Man for awhile was the product of his environment. But the situation is now being reversed. 
Nature is perceived to be threatened by human action and environmentalism has arisen as an 
ideology to protect and restore nature: „Previously nature‟s pawns, we now see ourselves as prime 
agents in its historic destruction and, we, hope, its future regeneration‟ (2000:198). Nature thus 
moves from being wild, dangerous, untamed, ungodly to being vulnerable, fragile and sacred 
(Morphy and Flint 2000:4). Concomitant with the birth and spread of the concept of „natural 
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park‟ throughout the world emerged the basic premise that nature must be preserved free from 
human interference (Colchester, 1997:99). Leaving nature alone is a dogma that shapes global 
agency land reform in defiance of local realities. According to Lowenthal, 
National Parks‟ policy in America long reified imaginary wildness. To restore 
nature by erasing traces of occupancy was gospel from Yellowstone on. 
Anything suggestive of progress or advancement was taboo. These sacred Edens 
were emptied of people to be preserved as pure wilderness. Parks could contain 
no permanent settlers; those already there were uprooted (2000:206).  
They were uprooted because, the World Wide Fund for Nature, alarmed over forest loss, assumes 
almost by definition that human presence degrades landscape; so „we‟ must stop „them‟ 
destroying the forests (ibid.:205). 
The emphasis in late 19th century America then turned to „antidotal‟ rejuvenating travel 
to unindustrialised parts of the world - parts that are cordoned off and set aside as public parks 
and nature reserves (Desmond, 1999:148). Dicks observes that „nature‟ has been reinvented as 
„the environment‟ in the post-industrial, leisure-led economy, where „polluted environments [are 
perceived to] be a handicap to visitability‟ (2003:116). Colchester, tracing the history of the idea 
of nature in Western civilisation, notes that there emerged - as a counterpoint to a view of the 
wilds as evil and opposed to society - a new tradition of wilderness as a refuge from the ills of 
civilisation, as something to be preserved for the recreation of the human spirit (1997:99). John 
Pigram, referring to resource-based recreation areas as „wilderness‟ - the „ultimate in natural 
environments‟ (1983:174) - characterised these areas as land which „retains its natural character‟ 
and those that are „without improvements or human habitation‟ (1983:179). Hall, situating the 
origins of national parks in „the New World‟s desire to conserve nature and appropriately 
aesthetic landscapes for economic development through tourism‟, attributes this concept to a 
Cartesian divide of Western society that sought to separate civilisation and wilderness. Thus its 
creation was marked by the exclusion of Aboriginal populations as undesirable elements in the 
„natural‟ landscape (2000:57). So we see the native peoples being banished from these early parks 
so as „not to disturb the tourists‟ (ibid.:59). But the illusion of supposedly untouched nature 
required massive intervention. 
In many cases governments have used the excuse of protected areas to justify territorial 
claims and exercise control over minorities while appropriating resources, and hence some 
environmentalists have come to believe that national parks exist for expropriation rather than 
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conservation (Colchester 1997). Colchester observes that the creation of national parks and other 
protected areas have „imposed elite visions of land use which have resulted in the alienation of 
common lands to the state‟ (1994:5), usually with the ensuing effect of displacing the prior 
inhabitants within these newly-designated protected areas. The appropriation of indigenous home 
ranges has been accomplished in part by appeal to specious legal doctrines, such as the now-
discredited principle that terra nullious (empty or ungoverned territory) is free for the taking 
(Durning, 1992:21).  
 
Touring the Wilderness 
Increasingly, it is being acknowledged that it is no longer acceptable to assume that just 
because landscapes and species appear to outsiders to be „natural‟, they are therefore „wild‟ 
(Posey, 2000:37). According to a resolution sponsored by Aboriginal peoples at the 1995 
Ecopolitics IX Conference in Darwin, Australia NLC (1996:166, quoted in Posey, 2000:37, 
emphasis added):  
The term „wilderness‟ as it is popularly used, and related concepts as „wild 
resources‟, „wild foods‟, etc., [are unacceptable]. These terms have connotations 
of terra nullius [empty or unowned land and resources] and, as such, all 
concerned people and organisations should look for alternative terminology 
which does not exclude indigenous history and meaning.  
Herein, then, lies the contradiction: the very same „worthless wilderness‟ that ought to eschew 
signs of human activities and „interference‟ is now, in contradistinction, „required to present itself 
as a human-friendly place‟ in the context of ecotourism - „a form of partnership between nature 
and humans‟ (Dicks, 2003:113). Ecotourism then, as part of the ideology of environmentalism, is 
touted as the answer to how „visiting itself can help save the planet‟ (Dicks, 2003:109). The term 
„ecotourism‟ as typically employed in tourism and conservation literature has thus far been a 
tractile one. It is interchangeably interpreted in the general language of „care‟, „protection‟ and 
„sustainability‟ (Dicks, 2003:109). Honey (1999:25) defines it thus: 
[E]cotourism is travel to fragile, pristine, and usually protected areas that strives 
to be low impact and (usually) small scale. It helps educate the traveller; provides 
funds for conservation; directly benefits the economic development and political 
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empowerment of local communities; and fosters respect for different culture and 
for human rights. 
Jane Desmond animadverts upon this „double ideological move‟ that „simultaneously 
commodifies nature while positing it as outside commodification‟; what she succinctly terms 
„[the] meld[ing] of commerce with the salvage paradigm of a vanishing wilderness‟ (1999:148).  
The amalgamation of the tourism industry with nature conservation within this „salvage 
paradigm‟ results in a „fetishisation of the unspoiled‟ (Samuel, quoted in Dicks, 2003:113). 
Nature, normally expected to be empty and unadorned with signs of human habitation or 
intervention, is today fetishised as „a relic of the past and of values that take us back to older, 
more desirable ways of life, or as a resource for ecologically inspired future visions… values such 
as primitivism, wilderness, loneliness‟ (ibid.). Michael Hall maintains that to the Romantics, 
contact with wilderness was believed to give people great strength and hardiness and an innate 
moral superiority over their more civilised counterparts, with native peoples being represented as 
the noble savage of Rousseau, unaffected by the degrading effects of civilisation (2000:58). The 
Romantics saw the advance of civilisation as a decline in the quality of life, and in contrast, the 
„uncivilised‟ communities represented the remnants of a golden age. By appealing to the „legacy 
of indigenous virtue‟, some today would leave the natives on their lands (Lowenthal, 2000:207). 
After all, excluding people from protected areas is not always feasible because local communities 
have been relying on the resources contained within these areas for centuries. The ecological nous 
lost by technocrats estranged from nature is believed to still survive among indigenes, and so 
backwardness becomes a bona fide of stewardship. Heeding tribal wisdom is seen to repair the 
damage and restore environments fit to live in and to hand down. And so, for nature‟s sake we 
ourselves must revert to the wild (ibid.). Hames (2007:185) made the observation that the 
essential characteristics of indigenous peoples‟ culture and worldview have been deployed 
politically in their struggles for self-determination and equality, especially vis-à-vis international 
conservation non-governmental organisations (INGOs). Collaboration with conservation groups 
reached its zenith around the time of The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. At the summit 
many INGOs used native peoples to advance their agendas by using them as exemplars of 
cultures with a strong conservation ethic. During this period native representatives were presented 
at major environmental conferences as authentic „noble savages‟ possessing the key to effective 
conservation. People-oriented approaches to conservation, for instance local community 
participatory conservation projects, began to take on of great political import. As Posey (cited in 
Ridley, 1996:217) asserts in relation to the Amazonian people: „[A]ny evidence of ecologically 
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unsound activities by indigenous and traditional peoples undermines their basic rights to land, 
resources, and cultural practice‟. 
 
The  ‘Primitives’ of the Wilderness 
[L]ike the unicorn, the ecologically noble savage is a mythical creature too useful to disavow 
(Lowenthal 2000:209). 
As we have seen, conventional Western conception of nature are usually of some 
unaltered wilderness, and conventional views of traditional peoples living on forest margins or 
„biotopes‟, of tribes benignly extracting from an essentially primitive ecosystem. The debate over 
indigenous peoples being ecologically benign has been protracted and difficult to resolve, 
beginning with Rousseau‟s concept of the „noble savage‟. The idea was posited of indigenous 
harmony, of „tribal peoples‟ tucked away in tropical rainforests living lives wholly benign to the 
environment. According to Lowenthal (2000:208), the notion of indigenous rapport with nature is 
not wholly invented; it stems in part from the fact that primitive economies past and present do 
impact environments more slowly and less intensively than modern agriculture and engineering. 
These differences do matter; in Ray Dasmann‟s (1975) comparison, „eco-sphere people‟ confined 
to their local milieu impact resources more lightly than do „biosphere people‟ who draw 
indiscriminately on the whole world. Such a view is, of course, now wholly repudiated and there 
is mounting evidence of the ways in which traditional people dependent on forest actively change 
it (Vickers 1994; Agrawal 2005). 
Some observers have even made a case for indigenous peoples being „natural 
conservationists‟. Callicott (1994) observed that there is widespread tendency to cite the existence 
of beliefs about conservation, stewardship, and reverence toward nature as evidence for effective 
conservation. Durning, in his argument for indigenous peoples as natural „stewards‟ and „sole 
guardians of vast, little-disturbed habitats‟‟ until invaded by external forces, states that 
Sustainable use of local resources is simple self-preservation for people whose 
way of life is tied to the fertility and natural abundance of the land. Any 
community that knows its children and grandchildren will live exactly where it 
does is more apt to take a long view than a community without attachments to 
local places (1992:28). 
Many accounts of indigenous environmental relations (like Durning‟s) implicitly or explicitly 
equate conservation with long-term coexistence of a people or culture with a suite of other 
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species or an ecosystem Some advocate „sustainable use‟ as the sole criterion for „conservation‟. 
In other words, failure to overharvest or extirpate resident species, or to degrade habitat, are taken 
to be diagnostic of conservation (Smith and Wishnie, 2000:500). Others, like Smith and Wishnie, 
says that to conflate conservation with sustainability involves a „causal misattribution‟ because 
one or more of these factors may contribute to many instances of sustainability, with any 
conservation being an incidental by-product (ibid.:501). „Conservation‟ as such should refer to 
actions that prevent or mitigate biodiversity loss and are designed to do so (ibid., emphasis 
added). The design criterion is key, and was first brought to the attention of anthropologists by 
Hunn (1982), who distinguished epiphenomenal (or side effect) conservation from „true 
conservation‟. Epiphenomenal conservation is a consequence of a human population‟s inability to 
cause resource degradation or a simple observation about long-term equilibrium with resources. It 
may be a consequence of low human population density, limited technology, or low demand for a 
resource. Misidentifying epiphenomenal conservation as genuine conservation has led to the 
labelling of many indigenous populations as „ecologically noble‟ (Alvard 1994). Alvard (1995) 
proposes that to qualify as „conservation‟, current resource harvests and land use must be 
restrained (short term costs) in order to reap delayed benefits (long term benefits), and the 
practices must have a demonstrable effect in preventing or mitigating resource depletion, species 
extirpation or habitat degradation that would otherwise occur. Smith and Wishnie interprets this 
to mean that the design criterion involves intentional actions based on conscious beliefs and 
preferences, a time lag in reaping the benefits, and it must produce a collective good even to non-
conservers (2000:502).  
Revisionism of the theory that indigenous populations are „ecologically benign‟ came in 
the form of Redford‟s publication „The Ecologically Noble Savage‟ (1991), in which he declared 
that the idea of deliberate conservation by native peoples was a myth. For instance, in a dramatic 
juxtaposition to the previously advocated concept of the „pristine primitive‟, Rambo (1985) 
hyperbolically refers to a subgroup of the Orang Asli - the Semangs - as „primitive polluters‟, as 
they can have „a major impact on their environment at the local level‟ (p.79), like air pollution. 
Another pervasive but flawed theory of natural resource use is the „tragedy of the commons‟ 
(Hardin 1968). It holds that shared resources (fishery, forest, or pasture) held in common by a 
group of people are inevitably degraded because self-interest drives individuals to maximise short 
term gains or risk losing out to other resource users
7
. Under this theory, only a central authority 
                                                             
7
 Since each individual user receives the full utility of extraction (e.g. the extra fish, timber, or head of 
cattle), while the costs of a degraded resource base are borne by all, thus the rational course of action for 
each user is to keep extracting, and the tragedy is seen in the ruin of the resource. 
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such as the state can enforce rules that prevent shared resources from becoming free-for-alls. The 
spectre of the „tragedy of the commons‟ is often invoked by states to justify the nationalisation of 
forests, fisheries and other natural resources. In the same vein, Wilshusen et al. (2002) describe a 
„resurgent protectionist rhetoric‟ among conservation biologists and ecologists who, in response 
to failures in people-oriented approaches in conservation, advocate a return to strict protection of 
ecological areas through a focus on protected areas and authoritarian enforcement practices. Holt 
(2005:209) calls this the Catch-22 situation, in which as locals broaden their economic activities 
and technologies for survival in changing circumstances, this is taken as evidence that they have 
lost their „nature conservationist‟ tendencies. At the critical juncture in which local communities 
are beginning to become more aware of the need for active conservation efforts, this resurgent 
protectionist rhetoric forecloses any collaboration potential between the environmentalist 
organisation and locals as conservation allies (ibid.). Holt contends that conservation practices are 
made up of a set of social understandings and behavioural patterns that emerge when there is an 
agreement by a group of people to temper their resource use in the expectation that others will do 
the same (ibid.:204).  
 
Sustainable Development of the Wilderness 
While voices in favour of conservation can be found in Europe early in the 19th century, 
the establishment of the resource managerialism stance comes in the United States with the 
Second Industrial Revolution from the 1880s through the 1920s (Luke, 1999:109). With John 
Muir‟s preservationist programmes, an awareness of modern industry‟s power to deplete natural 
resources, and hence the need for systems of conserving their exploitation, is well established by 
the early 1900s (ibid.). Eco-managerialism emerged as a concept to „infrastructuralise the earth‟s 
ecologies‟ (ibid.:110). Forests then become open infrastructural networks, needed by human 
being as building materials or human enjoyment zones (ibid.:111). In the same vein, Escobar 
(1995) examines how, as a result of the 1987 Brundtland report Our Common Future published 
by the World Commission on Environment and Development in 1987, environmental concerns 
came to be incorporated institutionally and discursively into the field of development through the 
concept of „sustainable development.‟ This has promulgated a regime of „environmental 
managerialism‟ (1995:194), wherein the „Western scientist continues to speak for the Earth‟ 
(ibid.), aided by planners and administrators in an ongoing process of professionalisation and 
bureaucratisation. According to Escobar:  
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The resignification of nature as environment; the reinscription of the Earth into 
capital via the gaze of science; the reinterpretation of poverty as effect of 
destroyed environments; and the new lease on management and planning as 
arbiters between people and nature, all of these are effects of the discursive 
construction of sustainable development (ibid.:202).  
In explicating the discursive contours of sustainable development in this particular 
context, what Escobar‟s analysis point to is the degree to which an immense 
institutional/managerial apparatus is presently descending on „the environment,‟ much as it once 
did on development. As a result, the environmental agenda of the state becomes couched in a 
language of preservation (for the purpose of utilisation) instead of „protection‟, and these plans 
are achieved in a top-down manner by the government. While the process of environmental 
institutionalisation can be a positive development (in giving legitimacy to environmental 
concerns for example), such institutions inscribe and naturalise certain discourses. While they 
create certain possibilities for ameliorating environmental degradation, they simultaneously 
preclude others. In a broad sense, the state as forest owner and regulatory authority is manifested 
at various levels of government (federal and state) and by institutional apparatuses (forestry 
institutions, forestry departments and controlling agencies). However, to ascribe power only to 
the state ignores the potential power exercised at „local sites‟ of the indigenous inhabitants. 
In attempting to actualise the vision of community-based tourism development that seeks 
to build upon the assets, capabilities and activities of poorer communities without excluding 
„indigenous history and meaning‟, some NGOs are seen to persuade the indigenous peoples to 
internalise state control through self-regulation. The „right disposition of things‟ in socio-natural 
interaction is achieved through „technologies of the self, which permit individuals to effect . . . a 
certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and ways of 
being, so as to transform themselves…‟ (Foucault, 1988:18). This is reflected in the ways in 
which indigenous peoples come to think about themselves and about nature. But they are not 
completely disempowered and disenfranchised. Resisting the notion that power is a commodity to 
be given, exchanged or recovered (Foucault 1980), means overcoming the notion that „good‟ 
policy outcomes can only be achieved when the policy process is more participatory, and not 
controlled by those in power. Since there is always a gap between efforts by subjects to fashion 
themselves anew and the technologies of power that institutional designs seek to consolidate, the 
realisation of particular environmental subjectivities that takes place within this gap is as 
contingent as it is political – what Agrawal terms „environmentality‟ (2005:166). 
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Touristic Encounters within the Wilderness 
Within the „local sites‟ of ecotourism, encounters between tourists and the indigenous 
inhabitants of the protected areas became something more than an act of unilinear imposition of 
dominant Euro-scientific rational thinking about the forest and the people inhabiting therein onto 
a subordinated group; it became a „contact zone‟. I borrow the term from Mary Louise Pratt, who 
in her book Imperial Eyes: Travel and Transculturation (1992), assigned this term to „social 
spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in highly 
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination‟ (Pratt, 1992: 4). She attempts to go 
beyond treating travel writing (texts) as symptoms of imperial ideologies, because discourses of 
suppression of a subordinate culture by a dominant one in a process of „conquest and domination‟ 
have to be realigned in order to give a discursive space to the nuances of the „interactive, 
improvisational dimensions of… encounters‟ (ibid.:7) among its various agents. This 
understanding of culture, I contend, will replace the oft-paired concepts of acculturation and 
„deculturation‟ that „describes the transference of culture in reductive fashion imagined from 
within the interests of the metropolis
8‟ (ibid.:228). Rather, a process of „transculturation‟ occurs 
within this „contact zone‟ – one of selection and invention by subordinated or marginal groups 
from materials transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture (ibid.:6). While 
subjugated peoples cannot readily control what emanates from the dominant culture, human 
agency is demonstrated by the way they do determine to a varying degree, what they absorb into 
their own, and what they use it for. They do so through the production of autoethnographic texts. 
Pratt elucidates: 
Autoethnographic texts are strategies of representation in which colonised 
subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways that engage with the 
colonizer‟s own terms; they are the „idioms of the colonizer… appropriated and 
transformed… [and] merged or infiltrated to varying degrees with indigenous 
modes‟ (ibid.:7, emphasis original). 
In a more specific reference to this cultural innovation and creativity by inhabitants of 
Third World destination countries within the touristic milieu, Edward Bruner (1996) advanced the 
concept of „touristic borderzone‟. According to him, native and tourist encounters occur in a zone 
                                                             
8
 Rappaport (1993:296) lists under the term „core‟ or „metropole‟ societies: United States, Western Europe, 
and Japan. Difficulties ecological and economic nature in core societies generate difficulties in what are 
called „satellite‟, „preindustrial‟, or „developing‟ societies or societies of the periphery.  
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of interaction „physically located in an ever-shifting strip or border‟ (1996:158), constructed 
through a recurring wave of temporary travellers across the border. The native, while more or less 
permanent, have to nonetheless break out of their normal routines to meet the tourists. This 
borderzone is like „empty space, an empty stage waiting for performance time, for the audience of 
tourists and for the native performers‟, due in part to the conflicting perceptions of both groups, 
because „what for the tourist is a zone of leisure and exoticization, is for the natives a site of work 
and cash income‟ (1996:158). This culminates in a „[site] of creative cultural production‟ 
(1996:159), of „in-betweenness‟ and „seepage along the borders‟ (1996:166); where natives go to 
work and collaborate with tourists in a „touristic co-production‟ (1996:159). Within these „sites of 
struggle‟ (1996:159), „even the Balinese themselves are not entirely sure what is „authentic‟ and 
what is touristic‟ (1996:169) of their culture.  
Michel Picard (1995) doubts if such a distinction makes any sense to the Balinese. With 
his concept of the „touristification‟ of a society; he maintains that „tourism cannot be conceived of 
outside culture… it is inevitably bound up in an ongoing process of cultural invention‟ (1995:47). 
Picard advances the point that the process of tourisification of a society, far from being an 
external force striking a native society from without, proceeds from within. In that regard, 
touristic contact „blurs the boundaries between the inside and the outside, between what is “ours” 
and what is “theirs”, between that which belongs to “culture” and that which pertains to 
“tourism”‟ (ibid.:46). With the tourist gaze trained on them, once the „visited‟ attempts to 
enhance its appeal to the eyes of foreign visitors, the very consciousness that society has of itself 
is being affected (ibid.). To the extent that tourism „alters the view that a society takes of itself, 
tourism reveals the way the native population relates to its memories, to its traditions, to its values 
– in short, to its identity‟ (ibid.). Nonetheless, the tourist gaze has inadvertently created an 
enhanced sense of value among locals of their own culture. Toby Volkman, writing about the 
impact of tourism in Toraja, Sulawesi, notes that the distinctive gaze produced by tourism „may 
become a model for local gazes too, put to work along with other kinds of cultural visions and 
revisions‟ (1990:91). Tourists‟ interest in local culture and religion can influence people to 
rethink their own categories, to put not only a commercial value but also other values on 
traditional rituals and products. Michel Picard argues that the real effect of tourism was to 
promote a self-consciousness about culture: 
It is as if tourism had convinced the Balinese that they were the inheritors of 
something at once precious and perishable called „culture‟, which they perceived 
as a value to be conserved and promoted. And as it was distinguished and 
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enhanced by the tourist gaze, their culture becomes reified and externalised in the 
eyes of the Balinese, by becoming an object that could be detached from 
themselves in order to be displayed and marketed to others (1996:198).  
He concludes that the „tourisification‟ of Bali proceeds by changing the way its members see 
themselves. Appropriating the concepts of Pratt‟s process of „transculturation‟ and Picard‟s 
„touristification‟ within Bruner‟s „borderzones‟, I hope to demonstrate how, in the Semai case, 
what is intuitively accepted as „customary knowledge‟ and „Western knowledge‟ may not be that 
clearly delineated due to seepages along the porous borders, as what began in tourism may enter 


















Chapter 3 State and NGO Conservation Ideologies 
 
Introduction: The ‘Social’ and ‘Political Forest’ 
„Forest‟, as the main motif in this thesis, is understood as produced through normalising 
discourses, rather than simply as a biological and universal category. The areas called „forests‟ 
cannot be imagined as natural or pristine in the sense of being separate from human activity. In 
order to „de-forest our minds‟ so to speak, I adopt Cooke‟s concept of the „social forest‟: the 
„terrain for contestation and negotiation‟ (1999:22) between state apparatuses and non-state actors 
inscribed in historical and contemporary discourses, as well as practices of development, 
sustainability, conservation and customary practices. Within the terrain of the „social forest‟,  
conservation has emerged from the realm of the „biological forests‟ to enter the 
sphere of the social and political so that issues of control and access rights, as 
well as citizenship, have become an integral part of debates about forests (ibid.).  
The issue of citizenship is closely tied to the debates about forests. James Scott, in referring to the 
„administrative ordering of nature and society‟ (1998:4), points to a fundamental feature of state-
making: the relation between the making of landscapes and the making of citizens. The 
emergence of state territorial sovereignty over „wastelands‟ in Southeast Asia in the 19th century 
was what enabled national and state authorities to „own‟ huge expanses of territory under the 
rubric of „national forest‟ and „national parks‟, thus superseding the rights, claims and practices of 
people resident in what the world now calls „forests‟ (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001:762). At the 
basis of this transformation is a particular discourse of state property that takes a unique form in 
„political forests‟ – land states declared as forests and subjected to its control and surveillance. In 
this chapter, I will trace historically how the discourse of „political forests‟ and „social forests‟ 
played a crucial part in colonial-era and post-independence state- and citizen-making in Malaysia. 
With the entry of the NGO the Malaysian Nature Society (MNS) into the terrain of the „social 
forest‟, issues of conservation became further „institutionalised‟ in „eco-managerialism.‟ 
 
The (Eco)nomic Basis of Social Forests 
The primary commitment of colonial rule in Malaya was to open up the peninsula to 
investment and to manage its resources. This, however, embroiled it in the politics of the forest 
(Harper 1997:7). Peluso and Vandergeest documents how forest security was achieved by the 
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colonial state government on several levels: territorialisation and legal framing of forests, the 
institutionalisation of forest management as a technology of state power through the creation of 
forest police, and by the disciplining of the population to think about and act towards „the forest‟ 
in specific ways (2001:764). Thus colonial-era states justified their policies not only by claiming 
historical precedents but by making provisions for their subjects‟ access to resources (ibid:791) 
which entailed the progressive elimination of indigenous people from the parts of that landscape 
that are called forests (ibid.:792). This was achieved via the concept of „Customary Rights‟ - 
made up of a limited codified subset of the multitude of local „customary practices‟ by which 
indigenous peoples organised access to land (ibid.). Their creation immediately criminalised all 
residual customary practices that do not conform to the colonial-era forest laws (ibid.:799). Scott 
identified „legibility as a problem of statecraft‟ (1998:2). Clearly, Orang Asli, (the indigenous 
peoples of Malaysia) ways of using the land are illegible to the state (Kuehls 1993:145-46). In 
that regard, the notion of ecological crisis was exploited by the colonial state and responsibility 
for it apportioned to the Orang Asli, so that forests can be claimed as state property. 
Environmental concern thus was a feint for colonial state-building (Harper 1997:2). However, 
what the ecological crisis really meant in this context is a crisis of authority over the frontier 
(ibid.).  
Control of the trade in forest produce was prerogative to be contested, since the range of 
goods provided by the Orang Asli was immense, and at its strongest the economic position of the 
Orang Asli was superior to that of neighbouring Malays (Harper 1997:7).  Failure to check this 
economic vitality brought a re-examination of Orang Asli privileges on the part of the colonial 
government. This was coincident with an era of more intense forest management (ibid.:10). The 
colonial state resorted to „paternalist officialdom‟, with the regulation of the trade in forest 
products underpinned by arguments of the „unseemly commercialization of Orang Asli life‟ 
(ibid.:9). The crisis of authority thus was the contestation over who are the 'true sons of the soil' 
(or Bumiputera, a Sanskritic phrase translated „princely son of the soil/earth‟) – the Malays or the 
Orang Aslis. The position of the Orang Asli (literal translation: „original people‟) in the 
Peninsular is an ambiguous one, thus making it open to contestations on the federal and state 
government levels. To some degree the Malaysian state protects the traditional land rights of 
indigenous Malaysian peoples, the bumiputera; not those of the Orang Asli, despite their 
undeniable claim to being the very first people of all (Dentan and Ong, 1995:76). The conviction 
that Malay life was the destiny of the Orang Asli was a more powerful determinant of policy than 
environmental crisis (Harper 1997:26). As independence approached, these political concerns 
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became more explicit. As one newspaper columnist had remarked in the early stages of the 
Emergency,  
The Malays, who are said to be immigrants, claim this Peninsula as their own. 
On what grounds? Conquest? Purchase? Or what? What would happen then if 
someday some strong man amongst them should one day get up and say to the 
Malays: 'Away you foreigners. This is our land and you have no claim upon it. 
Go back to where to where you came from'? Perhaps our Malay friends had 
better prepare (if they can) a cast-iron case of ownership of the country against 
the day when some sakai 'Fuehrer' arises in all his wrath and majesty!? (ibid.) 
This economic aspect as tied to the concept of Bumiputera is highlighted by Siddique and 
Suryadinata (1981:686): 
Contemporary cognitive nuances of the [term] “bumiputra”… are economic in 
nature. If one takes land as the constant, therefore, this cognitive progression can 
be described thus: from the concept of land for cultivation, to the conception of 
political power in the land (nation-state), and finally to the demand for an 
appropriate share in the economic fruits of the land (translated into economic 
investments, management control of companies, and percentages of share capital, 
etc.). 
This is because to the Malays, the term Bumiputera („sons of the soil‟) is attached, carrying with 
it some amount of economic privilege via affirmative action under the New Economic Policy in 
independent Malaysia. 
In the long term, by enforcing control over forests, colonial forestry bolstered the 
nominal sovereignty of the Sultans within the Federation. This was carried forward into the post-
colonial era, establishing the basis for State over Federal power in forest management 
(Kathirithamby-Wells 2005:415).  Where post-colonial state gazetting of parks and protected 
areas coincided with the traditional lands of indigenous people, a pattern has developed in which 
indigenous people, „having once been independent nations within their own territories… have 
been pushed out of their lands which have been expropriated by government agencies in the name 
of conservation‟ (Colchester 2002, quoted in Salleh and Bettinger, 2008:291). Ironically, in 
independent Malaysia, the control over Orang Asli land was gained not through the discourse of 
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„ecological crisis‟ due to Orang Asli‟s acts of environmental degradation, but the discourse of 
„indineny‟ – the inability to exploit land as a resource. 
Geoffrey Benjamin (2002:5) avers that the term „indigenous‟ is most apposite in 
encapsulating the „localistic attachments‟ of tribal peoples, as it foregrounds the most pressing 
issue faced by tribal populations today: land rights. Waterson (1993:4) notes that the term carries 
the important moral implication of a unique and prior relationship to the land - a relationship 
which resists commodification for their land is not, to its indigenous occupants, „the same‟ as any 
other piece of land. Benjamin elaborates that true „indigeny‟ - an „inherited embodiment by place‟ 
(2002:1) – is antithetical to „exogeny‟ in their „relative inability to treat their home places as 
exploitable commodities‟ (p. 11) due to their dialectical views held of the cosmos and their place 
in it (ibid.:7). This indigeny/exogeny dialectic has the effect of exogenous majority communities 
resorting to claims that the indigenes have failed to make proper use of the land they inhabit (ibid. 
12-13) as justification for taking over the indigenes‟ land. While indigenes think of land as the 
„foundation of their being‟, exogenes (associated with the state-incorporated, non-tribal peoples) 
tend to think of land as „commodities open to exploitation‟ (ibid. 3). And so the ideology that is 
imposed on the Orang Asli assumes that it is the duty of a people to maximise the exploitation of 
resources bestowed on them by nature. Failure to do this necessarily implies „backwardness‟. It is 
argued that a people ill-disposed to exploiting nature‟s resources have no right to stand in the way 
of other (external) peoples representing „higher levels‟ of civilisation (Nicholas 2002:124).  
Under present Malaysian laws, the greatest title that the Orang Asli can have to their land 
is one of tenant-at-will – an undisguised allusion to the government‟s perception that all Orang 
Asli lands unconditionally belong to the state. However, provisions are made for the gazetting of 
Orang Asli reserves, although such administrative action does not accord the Orang Asli with any 
ownership rights over such lands (Nicholas 2000:33).  
State Conservation Ideologies: ‘Fiscal’ Forestry and Biodiversity 
 
The state now owns, either directly or potentially through eminent domain, all Orang Asli 
land. This land is subject to „development‟ in the sense of being given to others at governmental 
whim (Dentan and Ong, 1995:76). State control over Orang Asli territory is crucial in the state‟s 
pursuit of „infrastructuralis[ing] the earth‟s ecologies‟ (Luke 1999:109). Forests are seen as 
containers of physical resources which are commodities for sale and as productive resource. This 
is the rationale behind the enactment of the National Forestry Act of 1984, which states that forest 
produce is property of the state and that harvesting requires a license (Salleh and Bettinger, 
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2008:295). Also, since Orang Asli reserves by law cannot serve other functions, it does not make 
economic sense for the states to gazette lands for the Orang Asli (ibid.). 
The 1978 National Forest Policy (NFP) was first and foremost about control; specifically, 
it was about achieving an overall balanced, but not abusive, use of forest resources through the 
setting up of a Permanent Forest Estate (PFE), comprising principles of „sound forest 
management‟ – the conservation objective. Basic elements contained in the 1978 NFP have been 
upheld in the 1992 NFP and Bumiputra participation has been re-emphasised (Cooke 1999:71). 
Using the language of sustainable forest management (as opposed to „sound forest management‟) 
the 1978 NFP‟s utilitarian tendency has  broadened to include management of non-timber forest 
products, community, forestry, tourism, and biodiversity conservation, as well as wood-based 
industry development. (ibid.:71-72). Similar to the earlier policy, in the 1992 NFP conservation 
does not mean total protection, but optimum utilisation of natural resources (ibid., emphasis 
added). As the Forestry Department of Peninsular Malaysia (JPSM) recently states: „Malaysia 
aims to be an advanced developing country and should not be hindered by global development 
issues such as climate change‟ (New Sunday Times, 08/06/2008). The department further said 
that „forests played a significant role in the socio-economic development of the country. 
However, some of the areas had to be sacrificed or converted to other uses for the betterment of 
the country, such as in poverty alleviation‟ (ibid.). This is despite the reported net loss of a total 
of 1,700ha of Peninsula‟s permanent forest reserves (PFR) in five years (or more than 2,000 
football fields) and the steady decline in reserves over the last decade (ibid.). The National 
Forestry Council and the National Land Council jointly approved a proposal for a permanent 
forest estate of 5.18 million hectares (about 40% of Peninsular Malaysia's land area) 30 years ago, 
but the target has not been met and continues to appear unattainable if the recent trend is anything 
to go by (ibid.). Sustainable forest management thus existed only in paper.  
It is now widely acknowledged that the 1978 National Forestry Policy and the 1984 
Forestry Act are fundamentally contradictory and overlapping, and are viewed differently by 
different government departments and in different situations. Sometimes they are used to defend 
the rights of indigenous peoples, but more often they override it, legitimating the confiscation of 
land, and crimininalising those local inhabitants who insist on asserting long-established rights of 
use. Where there are ambiguities, national interest is invariably placed above local interests. 
External criticism of Malaysia‟s forest management drew the nation into the ambit of global 
environmental politics (Kathirithamby-Wells 2005:365).  
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By the last quarter of the 20th century biodiversity was the central ideology in tropical 
forest conservation. It inspired the concept of integrated development as a viable option. In 
Peninsular Malaysia especially, where conversion of forest land to agriculture was an on-going 
process and where the timber industry was a major revenue earner, biodiversity protection posed 
a serious challenge (Kathirithamby-Wells 2005:337). In the push to industrialise and earn foreign 
exchange through the export of primary commodities, there are many pressures on the land. 
Kathirithamby-Wells further elaborates that an exception to the apparent contradiction between 
rapid economic growth and environmental protection is well-managed eco-tourism. The potential 
value of parks and reserves as tourist attractions, already recognised in pre-war Malaya gained 
increased importance in post-war development (ibid.). Increasingly, the state is aware of the 
money to be made through ecotourism and nature tourism, which is a way to earn foreign 
exchange and diversify the economy (Salleh and Bettinger 2008:294). Thus we witness the 
contradictions in the official position on the issue of ecotourism development among the Orang 
Asli policy-wise. Part of this is attributable to the ambivalence of the government towards the 
socio-cultural impact of tourism. In 1994, the then Malaysian Permanent Representative to the 
United Nations Commission on Human Rights, Musa Hitam, said in a speech to the Commission 
in New York that, „In Malaysia, we do not allow visits to indigenous settlements. This is not 
because of our fear of critical scrutiny but more because we do not want them to become objects 
of curiosity or tourist attractions‟ (Musa Hitam 1994: 4, quoted in Nicholas, 2000:135). However, 
the seventh strategy in the JHEOA‟s (Jabatan Hal-Ehwal Orang Asli, or Department of Orang 
Asli Affairs) current „Programme Summary‟ involves, „Gearing up Orang Asli activities in 
culture and the arts not only to preserve their traditions but also as a tourist attraction‟ (JHEOA 
1993a:5, quoted in ibid.). Not only do we see land policies being driven by social and economic 
development concerns, and more recently by longer-term strategies of „sustainable use‟ and to a 
lesser degree, conservation, indigenous rights and claims have also taken a backseat to these 
considerations (Salleh and Bettinger 2008:294).  
 
MNS’ Conservation Ideologies 
 
Conservation movement in the Peninsula originated in the wildlife preservation initiative 
during the inter-war period. It demonstrated a growing consciousness of nature as common 
heritage and was informed by wider issues of national development (Kathirithamby-Wells, 
2005:417). Amateur enthusiasm for nature awaited the formation, in 1940, of the Malayan Nature 
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Society. Thought not committed initially to conservation and conceived as an amateur rather than 
a specialist organisation, the Society signalled the emergence of nature appreciation as popular 
culture (ibid.:217). By the 1960s, the MNS committed itself to „establishing a body of opinion 
ready to assist in formulating conservation policy (ibid.:286). Consisted of many members 
working with universities and scientific institutions, the MNS saw itself as a potential lobbying 
agency for influencing official policy (ibid.:310). Increasingly, it adopted a moderate strategy of 
working with the Federal government by building upon the colonial tradition of official 
sponsorship for natural history. They incorporated within their leadership senior bureaucrats and 
scientists from the government service, universities and statutory bodies who are unable in their 
official capacity to comment on politically sensitive development agendas and projects. These 
conservation-minded senior government servants and scientists from research and academic 
institutions were able to work through MNS to establish informal channels of communication 
with government planning agencies. This moderate strategy of working with the Federal 
government helped dispel initial distrust and facilitated MNS‟s input into national environmental 




This chapter traces the historical antecedents to Malaysia‟s conservation and forestry 
policies. The Malaysian state has viewed the forests as resources with an extraction, rather than 
preservation, value (Salleh and Bettinger, 2008:305). Crucially, state objectives have been 
attained through the disciplining of people‟s actions vis-à-vis the forest, which required the 
emergence and recognition of a particular definition of „forest‟ - as scientifically „natural‟ 
categories of land and politically as state territory (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001:764). Modern 
environmental movements are critical responses to over-ambitious and flawed development 
programmes that have impacted adversely on the human condition they set out to improve 
(Kathirithamby-Wells 2005:307). However, in Peninsular Malaysia, conservation and ecotourism 





Chapter 4 An „Imagined Primitivity‟ 
 
Introduction 
In order to protect the traditional knowledge, innovations and practices of 
indigenous groups, one must protect their right to land. The lifestyle of 
indigenous communities in Malaysia are so intertwined with their relationship to 
the land, that to examine the matter in any other way would be folly. Without 
land, and by this it is meant land suitable for the traditional lifestyle of 
indigenous communities, there can be no indigenous practices and without these, 
then what is there to protect? (Sharom, 2006:56). 
A fascination with the nature of the supposed Orang Asli relationship to forest land, and a 
concern over its representation has arisen in the 20th century no less because of the struggle 
within the Malaysian nation-state over the recognition of indigenous claims to land. The struggle 
dates back to colonial-rule in the 1930s, when more intrusive regulation of land use and 
cultivation practices, and the growing intensity of colonial forestry, provoked a re-examination of 
aboriginal rights to land (Harper 1997:8) (see Chapter 3). In this broad context, debates over the 
nature and representations of „Orang Asli relationships to land‟ and whether they are 
„ecologically benign‟ or „natural conservationists‟ have arisen (Dentan 1968c; Aiken and Moss 
1975; Lye 2005), although there remains a dearth of research on this. The debate on „indigenous 
ecological wisdom‟ has great political import. Ecological legitimacy underlies Orang Asli identity 
and political leverage, and anything that undercuts these beliefs damages Orang Asli. Azmi 
Sharom, in his argument for much-needed amendments in Malaysian laws to give Orang Asli 
greater legal standing to defend their culture and identity, asserts that indigenous peoples‟ 
exploitation of the land and its resources are „geared towards sustainability‟ „to ensure the 
continuance of natural resources necessary for life‟, because „all natural resources are owned by 
god and humans are merely trustees‟ (2006:57). Sharom‟s assertions will be examined with 
reference to the Semais of Ulu Geroh‟s case, in my attempt to address the issue of whether their 
knowledge systems are intimately linked to conservation and biological diversity. I aim to 
demonstrate how, Semais of Ulu Geroh‟s resource use (as informed by traditional beliefs and 
longstanding practices) may engender „sustainability‟, without necessarily leading to 
„conservation‟ principles. I shall argue in this chapter that as different material and social changes 
occurred, so the Semai of Ulu Geroh have renegotiated their conceptual relationship with the 
forest, and with „nature‟ more generally. How people conceptualise nature depends on how they 
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use it, transform it, and in so doing, invest knowledge in different parts of it. Significantly, it is 
through this dynamic constant (re)negotiation of their conceptual relationship with the forest in 
response to material and social changes that „nascent conservation‟ (Holt 2001) has emerged. 
 
The Myths of ‘Primitive’ Sustainability and Conservation 
First I examine Sharom‟s claim that indigenous use of natural resources „stresses the 
importance of sustainable use to ensure the continuance of natural resources necessary for life‟ 
(2006:57) with reference to Semai practices in the early 19th century. Aiken and Moss asserts that 
in Malaysia Orang Asli ecological impact on the environment has been minimal compared to 
other forms of land use because they are „less technically and economically advanced‟ (1975:221-
222). Echoing the „noble savage‟ ideology, they argue that there are „man-environment 
relationships‟ to be learnt from these „inhabitants of tropical forests‟ because they „understand the 
richness and complexity of their physical habitats much better than does modern man‟ (ibid.). I 
argue that instead of reifying their „man-environment relationships‟, we should view their land 
use patterns as a consequence of larger processes like increasing engagement with the market 
economy. 
Dentan and Ong (1995:89-114) compiled an extensive list of the forest trees and shrubs 
identified by the Semai to have particular human uses (as food, medicine, ritual, dart poison, etc) 
which make them potentially subject to manipulation through forms of selective extraction or 
protection. In practice, every variety of every useful plant is a potential crop to Semai, and they 
assume that any plant is potentially useful (Suma „ br-guna‟: Everything has a use) (ibid.:59-60). 
But rather than searching for particular kinds of food sources they engage in diffused 
opportunistic scanning of the environment. This does not appear to be sustainable resource use. 
According to Alvard (1995:793), the short-term goal of an optimal foraging strategy contrast with 
the long-term goal of conservation. In optimal foraging, decisions are made that result in the 
highest return rate measured in terms of resource acquired per unit time spent foraging. No 
consideration is given to the long-term effects of prey (or plant) exploitation. From this point of 
view, selective harvesting is based on the profitability of harvesting different types of animals and 
plants rather than on the effects of their removal on the sustainability of the harvest (ibid.).  
With the subsequent intensification of the practice of shifting cultivation during the 
Emergency (1948-1960) in Malaya, it was viewed variously by forest administrators as „a 
haphazard, indiscriminate affair', or „bound up with the religious life of the Orang Asli on a five 
to fifteen year cycle…. [and the] simple planting techniques did not break up the soil; felling and 
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burning produced natural soil retainers (Harper 1997:25). Whether shifting cultivation is viewed 
as an indication of the work of „primitive polluters‟ or sustainability, is shown by Harper (1997) 
to be tied to the political economy struggles over forest resources in colonial Malaya (as 
elaborated in Chapter 3). Furthermore, Semai failure to overharvest or degrade habitat should not 
be taken as diagnostic of conservation, as Smith and Wishnie (2000:500) asserts, since any claims 
to „conservation‟ may be an incidental by-product of other factors like low human population 
density, limited technology, or low demand for a resource. For instance, Semai-Senoi aboriginal 
horticulturalists were able to possess a sensitive adaptation to the forest‟s regenerative processes 
by leaving land to fallow after intensive cultivation during the early 19th century because the 
ratio of population to forest sustained rotational cycles for shifting cultivation, and there were 
low-bulk demands of the pre-capitalist market. Thus the impact of Orang Asli‟s activity was 
limited to small patches, leaving the forest cover itself largely intact (Kathirithamby-Wells, 
2005:12-13). So apart from small population size (because the economies of the hunter-gatherers 
and shifting agriculturists do not support large populations (Aiken and Moss, 1975:221)), 
traditional strategies for protecting subsistence needs may have contributed to sustainable levels 
of forest exploitation (ibid.:12-10). This may qualify as „epiphenomenal conservation‟ - a 
consequence of a human population‟s inability to cause resource degradation or a simple 
observation about long-term equilibrium with resources - but should not be misidentified as 
„genuine conservation‟. A conversation between me and Pak J, an elderly halaa‟ (English: 
shaman; Malay: bomoh)9 of Ulu Geroh would hopefully shed some light on how this simple 
observation about long-term equilibrium with resources for older Semais is linked to a belief that 
their cultural identity is „rooted‟ in land and forest. One day we were chatting in his house, and 
the topic of conversation turned to the changes in the village that has been wrought by the MNS‟ 
ecotourism project. I asked him what he felt about this, and he did not immediately reply. Instead 
he said he wanted to talk about the cermoh manah-manah (oral tradition or literally translated as 
„stories of the people‟; Malay: tradisi lisan) he knows. The cermoh, (reproduced verbatim in 
Appendix 1: Cermoh Manah-Manah #1) tells of a Malay princess who fell in love with „Bah Lut‟ 
- the usual main protagonist in oral traditions who is the penurious, loin-cloth garbed and 
blowpipe toting Orang Asli blest with good fortune and luck (Malay: bertuah) despite his humble 
status. Bah Lut was initially reluctant to marry her, but he eventually won her hand in marriage 
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and left the forest for the wedding feast, during which a group of jealous Malay princes who 
failed to win her hand attacked the palace. Bah Lut successfully quelled their dissent with his 
knowledge of the forest, and finally returned to the forest with the king and his daughter, where 
he has built a palace of gold through incantations. The latent meaning of the cermoh did not 
immediately become apparent to me, until several days later, when Pak J suddenly mentioned to 
me that the forest that they inhabit provides them all they need. He said, „I tell you, we Orang 
Asli, we don‟t like to live in the towns (pekan). Because we don‟t have this (gestures to show 
cash in hand). We don‟t have money. Also we are not used to living in towns.‟ He spoke of the 
skills they possess to continue extracting from the abundant forest, resources are meant to be 
harvested, not left rotting in the forest, despite the diminishing number: 
„Yes, wild boars are more difficult to hunt nowadays. There are less and less of 
them, since everyone is using shotgun, not blowpipes, to hunt them down. But 
we have several halaa‟ in this village who are well-versed in chants. They will 
have the knowledge to help the wild boars return to the forest.‟ 
Of course the superhuman beings can be indifferent to the concerns of the people and ignore the 
halaa‟s calls for help. In this situation, they say that there are fewer wild boars now, but they will 
nonetheless eventually „return to the forest‟. He ended by saying, „We should take only the good 
ideas from outsiders, not all of them.‟ This, I came to understand later, was in direct reference to 
the ideas of resource conservation by leaving protected species intact in their original habitats as 
espoused by the MNS, which directly contradicts traditional exploitative concept of nature
10
. This 
customary notion that is „tied to the fertility and natural abundance of the land‟ (Durning, 
1992:28) does not seem to point to a discriminate, sustainable forest extraction practice. I now 
turn to an examination of Semai perceptions of nature as encapsulated in customary beliefs, in 
order to ascertain whether there is an existence of beliefs about conservation, stewardship (or in 
Sharom‟s term, „trustees‟) and reverence for nature, to be taken as evidence for effective 
conservation principles. 
 
Forest Inhabitants and their Belief Systems 
Roy Ellen maintains that conceptions of nature arise from particular practices of 
environmental interaction, and these in turn might sustain, or be sustained by, particular social 
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ideologies (1996:101). Philippe Descola provides further elaboration on how cultural 
conceptualisations work: 
[E]ach specific form of cultural conceptualization also introduces sets of rules 
governing the use and appropriation of nature, evaluations of technical systems, 
and beliefs about the structure of the cosmos, the hierarchy of being, and the very 
principles by which living things function (1992:110). 
There is thus an order to nature, and this order has to find cultural legitimation (Ellen, 1996:109). 
With the Nuaulu people that inhabit the forest in Seram, Eastern Indonesia, Ellen describes their 
conception of nature as an attribution of „essence (or force, or vital energy) to particular parts of 
nature‟ (ibid.:114), and I have found his conceptual arguments applicable to the Semai case. The 
attribution of life to the inanimate (most commonly through anthropomorphism) is typically 
associated with animinism (ibid.). It has often been commented in Malayan literature that Malays 
hold a view of the forest as a place that is mysterious, menacing, filled with malevolent forces, 
and indeed dangerous. This is because, despite being Muslims, to the Malays the great enveloping 
forest is inhabited by 
the… Jin Tanah, the Earth Spirits; Gergasi, the great tusked giants; Orang Bunyi, 
the invisible Voice Folk. There are individual creatures – such as Hantu 
Pemburu, the Spectral Hunter; mountain-top and river pool have their local 
spirits; and there are classes innumerable of ghosts, goblins, and demons. They 
are known as Hantu Hutan – the Spirits of the Forest, - and are as real to the 
Malays and as much dreaded as the tigers and other wild animals of the forest 
(Maxwell, [1907]1982: 8). 
Anthropomorphic perceptions of nature among Orang Asli and Malay communities manifested 
the close bond between people and forests, supporting belief in a shared vital force or soul 
(Malay: semangat) (Kathirithamby-Wells 2005: 9). Fear of powerful forces, such as 
thunderstorms and tigers, contributed to common animistic traditions among Malay and Orang 
Asli communities that „blended socially at the edges‟, and intermarriage was not unknown (ibid.).  
Semais recognise spirit categories in much the same way as they recognise categories of 




.  Mara‟ are „they that eat [that is, kill] us‟. In the broadest sense, 
they include tigers, bears, elephants and other dangerous animals as well as supernatural beings
12
 
(Robarchek, 1979:561). Dentan calls them nyaniq (pain-spirits). Since the idea of nature as an 
essence or force has „associations of uncontrollability‟ (Ellen, 1992:111), and dangers of all sorts 
are ubiquitous in the Semai world, behaviour in all areas of life is rigidly circumscribed to avoid 
precipitating the dangers inherent in this universe (Robarchek, 1979:556). Some animal or insect 
are not to be treated or referred to in a frivolous or joking manner. To do so is to commit the 
offence of terlaid, „to act in a way that might invite a natural calamity to occur‟ (Dentan 
1968a:22)
13
. According to Robarchek, some creatures are inherently more dangerous in this 
regard than others, especially so in the case of butterflies and dragonflies (1979:558). The elderly 
informants at Ulu Geroh village assert that customarily, even the simple act of holding a butterfly 
in the hand is prohibited. Semai say that catching moths or chasing butterflies bring about 
thundersqualls because these insects “flash” like a thundersquall (Dentan, 1968b:27). „Beautiful, 
salient and elusive‟ - qualities possessed by butterflies and birds – typically characterise spiritual 
entities as well. The apparently effortless flight of butterflies resembled the movement of 
consciousness in dreams, some trances and head-soul loss; thus the danger of meeting them at 
night or molesting them, as doing so weaken natural order, risking cataclysmic upheavals like 
floods, thundersqualls and earthquakes (Dentan, 1988:860), all of which are believed to be the 
meting out of punishment for the offence by the angered Thunder God, Enku (or Nkuu‟)14 
(Dentan 1968a:22). A wide variety of human misbehaviours may provoke the anger of Enku, as 
detailed by Dentan (1968a; refer to Table 1). The violations may be of cosmic (cognitive) order, 
by mixing immiscible things together; or of the social order, by disrespect or incest; or of the 
personal order, by loss of self-control (Dentan, 2002:211-212).  
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 Ruai is a small entity normally located just behind the forehead that occurs in human beings and certain 
individual animals (Dentan 1968a:138). Ruai can take the form of the image of the human body it inhabits, 
an animal like a little bird, or a timid child (Dentan, 1968a:82-83). They flit away from the body during 
altered states of consciousness and diseases involving lassitude, notably forms of soul loss, or may die from 
being devoured by supernaturals. When a person dies accidentally, the undevoured head-soul may survive 
as an animal, most likely a bird (Dentan 1988:859). 
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 A natural/supernatural distinction does not reflect Semai thinking, for example, the spirit of the tiger is 
seen as merely another aspect of the tiger itself (Robarchek 1979:561). 
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 Refer to Appendix 1 (Cermoh Manah-Manah #2) for the oral tradition that was related to me by Pak J the 
halaa‟, as an example of how Semais are cognizant of tərlaid and the repercussions of committing it. 
14
 Many observers have remarked that variants of the thunder god exist among the distinct Orang Asli 













1. Burning leeches 1. Making fun of 
defenceless animals 
1. Disrespectful 
address to relatives 
2. Killing hornets or 
certain birds 
2. Playing with 
blackened pots 
2. Incest 
3. Killing snakes 3. Playing with a 
mirror under the 
open sky 
3. Adultery 
4. Killing butterflies 
and dragonflies 
4. Playing noisily 
and roughly with 
lewd language 




Table 1 Taboos Related to the Enku Belief 
Source: Hermen Shastri, Christ in Tribal Culture: A Study of the Interaction between Christianity 
and Semai Society of Peninsular Malaysia in the Context of the History of the Methodist Mission 
(1930 - 1983), 1989, p. 60 
A caveat here: the preceding section does not imply an image of „ecologically benign 
primitives‟; of „Semai harmony with nature on the basis of an imaginary primitivity‟ (Dentan, 
2002:221). To follow up Sharom‟s claim to „indigenous conservation‟, in all the descriptions of 
Semai cosmology by Robarchek and Dentan and my own research, I have not found any innate 
indigenous ecological wisdom that exhorts that „all natural resources are owned by god and 
humans are merely trustees‟ (Sharom, 2006:57). Neither do the indigenous practices have any 
measurable effect in preventing and mitigating species extirpation, as outlined by Alvard (1995). 
With regards to the taboo of terlaid, Howell ascribes the underlying reason for the prohibition to 




. Semai fear of thundersqualls is not due to reverence or awe towards Enku 
either, for „Semais despise Nkuu‟ as well as fear him‟ (Dentan, 2002:212). This is because „this 
evil ferocious destroyer God is so grotesquely stupid, so much a prey to his own passions, as to be 
a figure of fun; and knows that, and is ashamed‟ (ibid.:213). Not to be confused with Western 
conceptions of God, traditional Semai notion of God exemplifies „amoral uncontrollable power‟ 
(ibid.:224). Dentan avers that the overall belief system acts as a crucial preservation of Semai 
egalitarian society, by pointing to the implicit rule that a violation of the social order results in an 
upheaval in the natural order. Vice versa, the prospect of a punitive thundersquall tends to keep 
people from breaking social rules (1968a:22). This is because the violence of the storm comes to 
be a metaphor of human violence, „subtly suggest[ing] to them that the expression of human 
violence would be as devastating as the storm‟ (ibid.:60). 
My own research corroborates Robarchek‟s report that Semai regularly hunt and kill 
animals for food, collect butterflies for sale, and kick and starve their dogs (1979:558). There is a 
disjuncture between expressed traditional belief and actual local practices when I witnessed 
several incidences occurring of village children tying a string to the threatened Rajah Brooke 
Birdwing butterflies and swinging it around for fun, or hitting a dragonfly with a stick - all 
actions which definitely fall under the category of terlaid behaviour. Furthermore, for 
supplementary income, some of the children, (and adults), continue to catch the Rajah Brooke 
Birdwing butterflies for sale (see Picture).  
 
                                                             
15
 Dentan further elucidates on this concept by drawing reference to the occasion of the mockery of a langur 
by a young man, that it was a case of having „mocked what [it] was, its integrity as a creature, and changed 
it into what it should never have been, a mock person...‟ (2002:210, emphasis added). 
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Picture 1 Boy with a Rajah Brooke Butterfly in hand 
 
When queried on the absence of current occurrences of thundersqualls and other natural 
calamities as attendant punishments by Enku for the transgressions of these taboos, all my 
informants either shrug or waffle, while some offer the probable explanation that these beliefs 
may no longer hold such a strong moral imperative and as such are rendered inefficacious to 
inflict harm, as the villagers have „moved on with the times‟ („ikut zaman‟). (Nonetheless, this 
does not indicate that the beliefs and customs are in abeyance. Some older halaa‟ continue to 
abide by the belief in the efficacy of the chanting of spells to counter or avert thundersqualls to 
provide some form of temporary respite
16
). A plausible explanation for this apparent ambivalence 
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 In the event of a thundersquall, Dentan (1968a:23) reports that the most frequently performed 
placatory ritual is the chəntəh. This involves gashing one‟s shine with a knife or machete and 
catching the blood in a rain-filled bamboo container, then to be flung out into the storm crying 
“Tərlaid! Tərlaid!” It can also be achieved by tearing out a tuff of hair, flinging it on the ground 
beneath the downpour and beating it with a heavy pestle, crying “Adoh! Adoh!” (a cry of 
suffering). In the absence of the knowledge of spells, there are existing methods within the 
customary belief system the average Semai can undertake to ward off thunderstorms in Ulu Geroh. 
One way is to start a small bonfire consisting of discarded household items. Some older 
informants in Ulu Geroh village who hold firmly to customary belief may, on occasion, burn 
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towards taboos is offered by Dentan in his observation on the ambiguities contained in Semai 
beliefs (1988). The Semai engage in what he terms „ad hoc empirical testing‟, an individualistic 
approach to the world that tests taboos constantly in order to assess whether the rules applied to 
themselves. If they or a member of their family subsequently fall ill as a result of breaching the 
taboos, they were scrupulous about observing them (1988:867). This is because „no one carried 
the whole system [of knowledge] around in his or her head, and variability is the rule‟ (ibid.:862). 
My point here is that this „ad hoc empirical testing‟ does not satisfy Smith and Wishnie‟s key 
„design‟ criterion for conservation: intentional actions mitigating biodiversity loss based on 
conscious beliefs and preferences  (2000:502). 
 
Negotiating the Dark and Dangerous Forests 
Cochrane, in her examination of the failure of some national parks in Southeast Asia to 
measure up to their full „wildlife tourism potential‟, with all the attendant accruing benefits 
(monetary and/or conservation-wise), attributes their lackadaisical performance to the averred 
entrenched „cultural reason‟ of forest trepidation:  
For most Indonesians and Malaysians the forest is a dark, wet place full of 
dangerous animals, with no value other than its potential as a source of food and 
timber. Most people grow up in urban or agricultural areas, and felt that if the 
forest cannot be avoided entirely then it should be tamed and petrified, not left to 
its uncontrolled devices. For people who work within the parks system, this 
innate belief is bound to cause a conflict with what they are supposed to be doing 
in their jobs (Cochrane, 1993:319, emphasis original)
17
. 
To the indigenes however, the natural order is unpredictable, difficult to control and with a 
fundamentally moral character; there are right and wrong ways in which to engage with forest 
(Ellen, 1996:115). As a lived space, the meaning-invested landscapes are ruled by these „right or 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
tortoise shells in the advent of a thunderstorm, the belief being rooted in the myth of origin of 
thunder, Enku and his relationship with the tortoise (Refer to Appendix 1: Myth of the Origin of 
Thunder (Enku) for the myth as narrated to me by an elderly halaa‟). 
17
 Similarly, John Pigram (1983:174) purports that for much of European history, wilderness held a 
negative connotation, either as waste land or some vast, hostile and dangerous place to be avoided if at all 
possible, or else to be tamed, controlled and exploited. 
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wrong ways‟ that govern prescribed and proscribed proper behaviour while in the forest. Lye 
Tuck-Po, in her study of the Batek Negrito
18
 of Pahang, elucidates: 
…as long as the religious taboos and principles are observed and people take 
appropriate precautions against danger and surprise, there is no need for, or value 
in, standing distant, aloof, and disengaged from the forest… the forest is not 
always benign: spirits, ghosts, and wildlife predators threaten human life. And 
people cannot recognise such threats without a highly developed sensibility of 
environmental information. This is radically different from controlling the forest 
from the outside, which is seen so clearly in the exclusionary mode of protected 
areas management (2005:107, emphasis original). 
This „highly developed sensibility of environmental information‟ that involves „tak[ing] 
appropriate precautions against danger and surprise‟ and observances of taboos was not achieved 
by „taming‟ or „petrifying‟ of the forest „from the outside‟; neither did it necessitate that. Rather, 
the forest continues to inform the Orang Asli of a complex aggregation of cosmic order rules that, 
when adhered to, are believed to be able to obviate the risk of natural calamities from ensuing, 
thus ensuring that one treads the forest trails unmolested. 
Ellen (1996:119) asserts that forest people‟s notions of nature are the consequence of 
prehension: provisional, abstract and emergent processes that through various cultural and other 
constraints give rise to particular classifications, designations and representations. Because 
concepts are emergent, much of Semai empirical knowledge as such, come from personal 
experience (termed „memorate‟ by Dentan), and is based on „recalling particular events and 
dreams‟ (Dentan, 1988:869). Semai knowledge therefore remained socially unchallenged and 
thus idiosyncratic (ibid.:859). In cases of ambiguities, „there is no mechanism, other than the 
convention of deferring to the opinions of older people, maay nra‟‟ (Dentan and Ong, 1995:60-
61). This convention of deference to the opinions of others - a societal structure of egalitarianism 
- applies the principle of pərsusah19: a „restricted code‟ that „does not facilitate verbal elaboration 
of meaning‟ and inhibits „inflicting oneself on others‟ (Dentan, 1988:859). Semai rarely 
contradicted each other face to face (ibid.:869), and most people were reluctant to assert ideas 
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 Another of the subgroup of the Orang Aslis. 
19
 To pərsusah someone is to make difficulties for him and/or to make him unhappy, and the terminology is 
normally extended to cover any sort of unsolicited meddling in the affairs of others (Dentan, 1968a:63). 
Synonymous with tərlaid behaviour with regards to animals, speech or behaviour which was disorderly 
(peq tntuq) upset the Semai world, as it might unleash supernatural horrors that always threatened to burst 
into the clean, well-lighted place where they wanted to live (ibid.). 
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(ibid.:859). The principle of pərsusah also eschews didactic instruction of their children 
(ibid.:859). Most Semais (who are now in their 50s, up to those in their 80s), spent their 
childhood exploring the forests, accompanying their fathers in rattan or petai (Parkia speciosa, a 
stinking edible pod) harvesting. This is when crucial knowledge informal acquisition of bits of 
forest knowledge takes place. In contrast, many young Semais (aged 35 and below) are instructed 
in the public school
20
 system, with some having attained up to Secondary 5-level or college 
qualifications, and thus are conversant in both Bahasa Melayu and basic English. Several of these 
young Semais, recipients of monetary aid from the Methodist Church of Malaysia, were able to 
go to school in Kampar, a small town north of Gopeng. From as young as 7 years of age, they 
studied at Kampar Methodist School, and therefore resided in hostels. As a consequence, many 
young Semais now do not acquire an intimate knowledge of the forest, having never had the 
chance to gain socialisation through exploring the forests with their fathers. As shall be explored 
in Chapters 4 and 5, these might cause a conflict with what they are supposed to be doing in their 
jobs as nature guides.  
 
Oral traditions contain expatiations on the value and exigency of acquiring extensive 
knowledge of the various forest produce as a form self-preservation mechanism, that harm may 
not befall oneself. Another of the cermoh manah-manah narrated to me by Pak J the halaa‟ 
(shaman) warns of the death that awaits anyone not knowledgeable about forest products and 
their potency [see Appendix 1: Cermoh Manah-Manah #3]. Another aspect of the forest that the 
Semais of Ulu Geroh consider expedient in gaining knowledge in is how to have recourse to 
successful manoeuvring of the dark and dangerous forest, with its various (oft-times malevolent) 
inhabitants. Their modus operandi when having lost one‟s directions while in the forest is to 
make barang sesat (Semai: cher inoit) („astray articles‟) that can ensure one‟s safety in exiting 
the forest. If one loses their way in the forest, Semai believe that one may have been led astray by 
a forest inhabitant – be it nyanyiq (or mara‟. Malay: bunyian) or some jin or other. In trying to 
reach the destination, the person finds himself constantly retracing his steps back to the starting 
point, never being able to go forward. One informant describes this predicament as due to „one‟s 
heart and eyes being no longer in synch due to the confusion created by the bunyian‟21. The 
                                                             
20
 The younger Semais are educated in the Kampong Sungai Itek Primary School approximately 11km 
away from the village, and the Idris Secondary School in Gopeng, about 20km away.  
21
 The person eventually ends up going around in perpetual circles within the forest, never to exit again. 
The risk of being led astray by one of these forest inhabitants is always present; the fear of an attack by 
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Semai has a way of circumventing this difficulty posed by the bunyian - they make a „toy‟ non-
separable bamboo rods (rotan penyesat) (see Picture), or a wind vale fashioned from bamboo (see 
Picture). The bunyian is believed to be particularly fond of these „toys‟ and when one is left in the 
forest for them, they would be momentarily distracted and quit leading the person astray, who 












Picture 2 Halaa' demonstrating the barang sesat. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
dangerous wild animals at night or dying from hunger after being lost in the forest for weeks on end, very 
palpable. 
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Picture 3 The wind vale barang sesat. 
 
These methods, however, do not mitigate the dangers present in Semai world. As we saw 
in the preceding section, the cultural assignment of threat as a meaning to such commonplace 
phenomena as butterflies, dragonflies and thunderstorms is expressive of a generalised Semai 
conception of a world whose most ubiquitous and seemingly innocuous elements carry the 
potential for disaster and death (Robarchek, 1979:565, n3). A general suspicion of an 
unpredictable supernatural world is also extended to the threat posed by human entities like 
outsiders (non-Semais). Robarchek submits that in Semai complex of cultural beliefs, all 
„strangers‟ - both natural and supernatural - are unpredictable and malevolent (1979:560-562). A 
fundamental dichotomy of „we‟ (hii‟) and „they‟ (mai), „kin‟ and strangers‟, „nurturance‟ and 
„malevolence‟ drawn in the human world is analogous to the distinction between gunik and mara‟ 












Good  Evil  
 
Table 2 Semai Psychological Dichotomy 
Source: Clayton Robarchek, Ghosts and Witches: The Psychocultural Dynamics of Semai 
Peacefulness, 1994, p.188. 
 
Mara‟, as seen earlier, is a malevolent being waiting for the opportunity to inflict injury, illness 
and death (Robarchek, 1994:188). Gunik, on the other hand, are the band‟s allies against these 
forces, spirit familiars who may be called upon to aid humans in times of trouble, especially in 
cases of illness. Interestingly, these gunik were once mara‟, but they have since become 
benevolent by coming to a person in a dream and stating his desire to make friends (Robarchek, 
1979:560)
22
. In the parallel human world, hii‟ are dependable and trustworthy people, usually 
kinsmen or co-villagers. Mai are outsiders or non-kin, and since one can never be certain of their 
intentions, relations with them must be cautious and circumspect. In-marrying individuals can 
change from being mai to hii' by becoming kins23. Alternatively, fictive kin status can be ascribed 
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 One must, however, be wary of these mara‟ because they may be deceiving the dreamer in preparation 
for an attack upon him. The proof that a mara‟ truly wants to become a gunik lies in his telling the dreamer 
his name and giving him a song. This song becomes the property of the dreamer, who may use it to 
summon the gunik (Robarchek, 1979:561). 
23
 This incorporation of mai is facilitated by the practice of teknonymy: the taking of a child's name by the 
parent. Thus, after the birth of a child, the outsider becomes "mother (or father) of so-and-so" (who is my 
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to newcomers who are welcomed into the village (ibid.). As mai become hii' through their 
incorporation into the kinship system and through their demonstrated willingness to assist and 
cooperate in the life of the hamlet, so do mara‟ become gunik (ibid.:561). Lifelong relationships 
can be formed thus, or abruptly aborted if a gunik or hii‟ feels rejected or is offended. Thus, 
relations with the gunik, like relations with hii', cannot be taken for granted but must be 
consciously maintained and nurtured through the fulfilment of reciprocal obligations (ibid.). 
My intention in providing this detailed outline of Semai cosmic beliefs with regards to 
the forest and how jungle skills are acquired is to make the association between these skills and 
the pivotal role they played historically in Semai ability to successfully extract forest products, 
where other groups of people were unable to. This ability enabled them to engage in trade of 
forest produce, first with the Malays and later on with Chinese middlemen - an ability that 
became a bane with the eventual construction of an image of these people as „irresponsible‟ forest 
extractors by government and NGO officials (as shall be elaborated in Chapter 5). It is to these 
issues I now turn. 
 
From Forest Inhabitants to ‘Irresponsible’ Forest Extractors 
Dunn (1975) dates the Orang Asli‟s barter trade of forest produce with the Malays to as 
early as the fifth century. During this period of early trade between the fifth and 14th century, the 
Orang Asli exchanged forest produce (like rattans, bamboos, damars, gharu wood, ivory, rhino 
horns and bee‟s wax) with the Malays for things of practical value: salt and manufactures (like 
knives, cloth, and metal utensils) (1975:113), making them the principal suppliers to more settled 
groups of forest products (ibid.:108)24. While Malays may have been responsible for the eventual 
sale and distribution of forest products, they were not the principal gatherers, never venturing 
beyond the fringes of the jungle (Andaya and Andaya, 2001:12). This is corroborated by Dunn: 
[t]he forest aboriginals were, until the 19th century, the only people available to 
exploit most of Malaya‟s forest land. As forest-adapted people, they were also 
the only people armed with the necessary experience and knowledge to seek out 
and wisely exploit the resources of their forest subsistence zones (ibid.:108). 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
niece, nephew, cousin, and so forth). Thus, rnaiare defined with reference to their children, who are related 
consanguineally to most people in the hamlet (ibid.). 
24
 The Orang Asli, however, did not become involved in the eventual commercial collecting that developed 
in the 19th century, like timber extraction (Dunn, 1975:109). 
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The reason for the Malays leaving the extraction process to the Orang Asli is because the forest 
remained an alien realm to them, the haunt of demons and spirits which must be propitiated by 
offerings and warded off by charms (Andaya and Andaya, 2001:12). The secret and esoteric 
knowledge with which to placate the spirits were successfully mastered only by the indigenous 
people (ibid.). The Malays themselves were quick to express their awe of the jungle skills25 and 
the potent magic of the Orang Asli (Harper 1997:6-7)
26
. Forest collection was attended by strict 
adherence to certain prescribed formulae which would appease the spirits of the items being 
gathered, and if the proper quantity is not observed, would incur the wrath of the spirits (Andaya 
and Andaya, 2001:138).  
 Instead of engendering an image of tribes „benignly extracting from an essentially 
primitive ecosystem', due to their harvesting activities, during the Emergency photographs of the 
whole peninsula were taken and ironically, used by forest officers as evidence of the Orang Asli's 
depletion of forest reserves (Williams-Hunt 1941, quoted in Harper 1997:21). The notion that 
tribal peoples are destructive of the forest environment is not a new one, and Harper (1997) 
locates the fostering of this type of rhetoric in colonial Malaya to the political economy struggles 
over forest resources (expounded in Chapter 3). However, as traced historically by Harper (1997) 
and Kathirithamby-Wells (2005), the extent of Orang Asli extraction of the forest oscillated with 
the social and political conditions affecting them. The gradual liberation from Malay slavery and 
bondage in the 19th century made if safer for Orang Asli to take advantage of new opportunities 
for forest felling and forest produce collection. Intensive jungle produce collection then 
guaranteed Orang Asli a place within the indigenous trade mechanism. But regulation and 
restriction of trade in forest products by the colonial state later disenfranchised them, and they 
were obliged to adopt new strategies of survival
27
. Thus we can see that the patterns of ecological 
change which have accompanied Semai interaction with the rainforest cannot be understood 
completely without a direct reference to its relation to the history of contact (direct and indirect) 
                                                             
25
 Kathirithamby-Wells (2005:15-16; 129-130) details the superiority of Orang Asli jungle navigation skills 
and their usefulness as trackers, making them highly sought after jungle guides to colonial scholar-
administrators and scientists. 
26
 Their curses were to be avoided at all costs, and their blessings sought, especially in times of sickness, or 
in any endeavour which involved exploitation of the forest. That is why 
though the Malays have been staunch Muhamamadans for centuries, their aboriginal fear 
of the forest is so deeply rooted that it is to the spirits and not to Allah that they apply for 
protection (Maxwell, [1907] 1982:9). 
 
27
 Unable to purchase the requisite licenses and pay royalties for marketable forest produce, they were 
obliged to hire out their labour and skills to Chinese middlemen (Kathirithamby-Wells 2005:131). 
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between these forest dwellers and various groups of outsiders: the rulers and subjects of various 
traditional Malaya coastal polities; the various agencies of the colonial British government, and 
thereafter of the government of an independent Malaysia; and finally traders of diverse ethnic 
origins (predominantly Chinese and Malays).  
 
A Nascent ‘Conservation’ 
  As such, the Orang Asli have a long history of interaction with „the outside world‟ 
through participation in the market and have been indirectly (more recently, directly) subjected to 
the oscillations and economic fall-out of the trade in forest products ever since. The 70‟s and 80‟s 
of the present 20th-century have seen increasing integration of Semai aboriculture into 
mainstream market economy, followed by the expansion of cash-cropping, together with 
accelerated rates of forest extraction. Gomes (1991) meticulously documents the intensification of 
Semai market links with petty commodity production. The system of land ownership has changed 
from communal ownership to privatisation of property and fruit tree ownership so that individuals 
can have exclusive rights to cash-earning wild trees to increase their cash income. Gomes argues 
that having permanent personal rights to a swidden may have certain adverse ecological 
implications, since a person less well endowed with land rights than other villagers may be forced 
to cultivate his land far too frequently leading to declining yields and adverse land degradation 
(1991:172). Altogether, this created a situation whereby an indigenous forest people appeared to 
be endorsing further forest destruction by themselves and by others, for short-term gain. 
Interestingly however, in Ulu Geroh, this has created a situation where land is increasingly 
parcelled out, and the villagers are increasingly aware that land is not as fertile as before. 
Decreasing dependency on cash crops, because they are increasingly scarce, makes some of them 
more positively predisposed to notions of „conservation‟ as espoused by MNS, by using some of 
the previous fruit tree cultivation sites as trails leading to the Rafflesia flower, thus leaving the 
sites less intensively cultivated (as will be elaborated in Chapter 5).   
There is also increasing disenchantment with the effects of logging in their village 
vicinity and other encroachments to their land by outsiders. A steering committee from the Perak 
Forest Department on exploring ecotourism conservation potential identified the site of the rare 
Rafflesia cantleyi to be approximately 4, 000 ha in size, but up till today, the site remains 
undeclared in its entirety to be a protected area. This is despite the fact that straddling the area is 




(The Star, 16/12/2006). Despite its designated status as a forest reserve, up to 40 
per cent of the area is being logged as a production forest (ibid.), and the unhampered logging 
activities are gradually encroaching onto larger land tracts coterminous to the Ulu Geroh 
settlement, impinging now even on areas home to the Rafflesia flower. This, according to K.J. 
Tan (2007:373), is partly attributed to the lack of protection for lands adjacent to protected areas 
under the Malaysian government‟s management of protected areas and national parks, as can be 
discerned in the predilection of the Forestry Department for protracted debates over the decision 
to grant the 4, 000ha area home to the Rafflesia its protected area status. In addition, the Gopeng 
Berhad company was allocated 138ha of forest in Ulu Geroh Valley by the state government for a 
proposed oil palm plantation. 
Since late 2006, the SEMAI members have become increasingly active in countering 
these threats to their traditional resource base. As a result of these encroachments, they have 
begun to evince increasing perception of resource scarcity within their habitat and a cognizance 
of the mechanisms available to them to have recourse to their traditional land. Two of the 
committee members of the MNS local ecotourism project, Sani Sari and Bah Azmi Ngporgi, who 
attended a national-level workshop on community forest projects
28
 in 2006, told The Star that 
„unless the Perak Government and the Federal authorities implemented urgent measures, the 
habitat for the Rafflesia Flower and the Rajah Brooke moth would be damaged beyond repair by 
the logging projects‟ (The Star, 15/12/2006). This cognizance of habitat degeneration is 
accompanied by perspicacious appeals to the state on the urgency of conservation: 
„The Semai community living in Ulu Geroh are appealing to the state 
government, the state tourism authorities and the state forestry department to 
declare the area a permanent forest reserve. We are worried because logging 
projects are only about six kilometres away from the forests where these flowers 
are found,‟ Sari said. Sari said based on past research, Ulu Geroh is the place 
where the biggest concentration of Rafflesia could be found in the peninsula. 
Ngporgi said: „We are working very hard to preserve these flowers. Our village 
has about 400 people and we are involved in tourism-related projects catering to 
a large number of tourists who are keen to see the rare flower.‟ (ibid.) 
In their representations to outsiders, they have become articulate about the damage done to their 
environment, and are using the ecotourism project to have a legitimate claim to their land. 
                                                             
28
 Organised by the UNDP, the European Commission and Seameo Regional centre for Graduate Study and 
Research in Agriculture. 
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Following the community‟s complaints that “the land-clearing activities are encroaching on their 
ancestral land” (New Sunday Times, 20/07/2008), the unregulated extraction of trees came to a 
head in mid 2008, with the Perak State Exco finally issuing a stop-work order to halt logging 
activities in the villages in Gopeng until a further decision can be made with regards to the 
logging issue (The Star, 09/07/2008). Gopeng Berhad, on its part, had been unable to carry out its 
activities because of objections from over 700 of the Semais. Their resistance (with help from 
MNS officials), finally succeeded in gaining state intervention: the Environment, Health and 
Human Resource Committee chairman A. Sivanesan assented and announced he will meet with 
the officials from Gopeng Berhad to present an offer from the state government for an alternative 
site (ibid.). The villagers‟ response corroborates the postulation advanced by Lu (2001) that for 
conservation principles to emerge under the communal management regime, a perception of 
resource scarcity has to be present. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I re-examined the debates over whether indigenous peoples are „natural 
conservationists‟ due to some innate „ecological wisdom‟ they possess. I have pursued the notion 
that the forest is an important link in the cultural heritage and identity of the Semai as it has 
provided the people trade goods and protection from their enemies for centuries and served as an 
important repository in their religious beliefs and practices (Gomes, 1991:167). Despite a long 
history of interaction with outsiders of various origins, changing patterns of environmental 
modification, patterns of subsistence and the conceptual modulation of these things, it is the 
major changes associated with modernisation and globalisation which have forced a radical 
response from them. It could be said that the aggressive individualism of the 1980s, increasing 
market engagement and encroachments on their land have brought about awareness among 
younger Semais of changing resource availabilities, thus expediting „nascent conservation‟ (Holt 
2001). The changes, therefore, are a response to a different problematic, to a different social and 
political situation, rather than a priori endorsement of environmentalism. Thus,  
conservation is not a state of being. It is a response to people‟s perceptions about 
the state of their environment and its resources, and a willingness to modify their 
behaviours to adjust to new realities (Vickers 1994:331, quoted in Holt 209). 
Pursuing this line of inquiry may hopefully shed some light on the assumption that only 
„traditional communities‟ use resources in a sustainable manner, which then are seen to provide 
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the cultural conditions deemed compatible with biodiversity conservation. A more cogent 
argument would be Holt‟s proposition that it is precisely the communities that are no longer 
deemed „traditional‟ - which conservationists predict conservation practices not to be capable of 
emerging under - that ironically possess the conditions conducive to biodiversity conservation, 




















Chapter 5 Seeing the Forest for the People 
 
Introduction 
No settled family or community has ever called its home place an “environment.” None has ever 
called its feeling for its home place “biocentric” or “anthropocentric.” None has ever thought of 
its connection to its home place as “ecological,” deep or shallow. . . . the terms themselves are 
culturally sterile. . . . the real names of the environment are the names of rivers and river valleys; 
creeks, ridges, and mountains; towns and cities; lakes, woodlands, lanes, roads, creatures, and 
people (Berry,1993:34, emphasis added). 
 
In the previous chapter, we have seen how the forests in particular, and the environment 
in general, define the cosmological and social principles of Semai existence. To this society, the 
forest is not just a collection of material resources, devoid of any significance; it as a lived space. 
Pratt (1992), writing about 16th century European travel writing, juxtaposes it with local 
inhabitants‟ views on landscapes: 
From the point of view of their inhabitants… these [spaces of subsistence 
habitats] are lived as intensely humanized, saturated with local history and 
meaning, where plants, creatures, and geographical formations have names, uses, 
symbolic functions, histories, places in indigenous knowledge formations (1992: 
61).  
In contrast, European history of imperial meaning-making renders these lived habitats as „empty‟ 
landscapes. Crucially, in creating the „domestic subject‟ of Euroimperialism, it is not only 
habitats that must be produced as „empty and unimproved‟ but inhabitants as well (ibid.). This 
chapter aims to present the narratives on Semais and Semai territory constructed by the MNS and 
deployed in their environmental campaigns as a similarly „emptying‟ process. The MNS pursue 
imageries of the Semais as „guardians of the earth‟ (Durning 1992) living in harmony with 
pristine environments until invaded by an outside destructive force, thus essentialising them into 
„sacred‟ and „pristine primitives‟ wholly benign to the environment. At the same time, they are 
presented as „forest criminals‟ or „primitive polluters‟ (Rambo 1985) and blamed for resource 
degradation. These rhetorics were pursued because „inert‟ communities are seen to be in need of 
„mobilising‟ by outsiders to protect resources. I submit that this situation is congruent with the 
Catch-22 situation articulated by Holt (2005) in which as locals broaden their economic activities 
and technologies for survival in changing circumstances, this is taken as evidence that they have 
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lost their „nature conservationist‟ tendencies. At the critical juncture in which local communities 
are beginning to become more aware of the need for active conservation efforts, this resurgent 
protectionist rhetoric forecloses any collaboration potential between the environmentalist 
organisation and locals as conservation allies. This provides the necessary justification for a 
greater level of state intervention in the management of land. The state would then be able to 
continue to maintain its sovereignty over Semai territory. I shall trace chronologically the MNS‟ 
involvement in the project, and show how the concomitant discourse constructions of Semais and 
Semai territory constitute an „emptying‟ process. I then show how there is a clear tendency in the 
practice of nature developers to smother the social dispute about what kind of nature and what 
kind of landscape they want, in preservationist argumentation. This exclusionary mode of 
protected area management scuppers total local community involvement.  
 
Criminals of the ‘Empty’ Forests 
Robert Harrison (1992) presents an historical documentation of how, at a time when the 
Forest Law was frequently abused during the reign of Queen Elizabeth, the concept of the forest 
became more precise and precarious. At that time, essential in the definition of what constitutes a 
forest is that it must be a sanctuary for wildlife: a forest is no longer a forest the moment it loses 
the wildlife it is meant to protect (1992:72). Similarly, Cochrane (1993:318) observes that the 
usual practice in Southeast Asia in the past while demarcating the boundaries of a forest area for 
the purpose of national park development was to move villagers off their ancestral lands, as local 
people and wildlife were often deemed incompatible. (ibid.). While the MNS did not promote the 
removal of locals from the area, strands of the former school of thought that wildlife contained 
within a forest is constitutive of that forest pervades the MNS‟ rhetoric in specially-designed 
tourist pamphlets. The predominant idea is that wildlife is meant to be appreciated. This is 
consciously done by recasting the habituated landscape of the Semais as „empty‟ spaces - a 
reversion to the prior conception of nature as „wilderness‟ (as explored in Chapter 2), eschewing 
human habitation and mediation. A listing of „Dos-and-Don‟ts‟ printed on MNS-produced tourist 
brochures is, I argue, testament to this landscape „reconstruction‟. The eco-tourist space is cast as 
principally populated by flora and fauna - antecedents to the ancillary local people. This can be 
seen in the manner that „local customs‟ are mentioned briefly and without preamble only at the 
end of the list; the list concentrates for a significant portion on enjoining tourists about proper 
behaviour while trekking, directed almost exclusively to the careful treatment of the trails and 
fragile Rafflesia buds: 
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(1) Do not enter the trails alone – ensure that you have a local guide.  
(2) Always keep to the marked trails.  
(3) Only five visitors are allowed into the Rafflesia sites at a time (areas demarcated by yellow 
rope).  
(4) Be extremely careful where you step – newly formed buds are small and inconspicuous, and 
you could destroy them unknowingly.  
(5) Do not disturb, kill or remove any plant or animal.  
(6) Take care of the trails – do not litter.  
(7) Respect the local customs
29
. 
Plant and animal species take precedence over the human inhabitants that share the space. The 
local landscape as portrayed in these pamphlets thus becomes enshrined as pristine and sterile; 
habituated only by wildlife of scientific interests; stripped of its various complexities as a lived 
space. The enjoinder to „respect the local customs‟, however, is not accompanied by sufficiently-
detailed descriptions on how to do this, in the separate pamphlet entitled „The Semai of Ulu 
Geroh‟ distributed also the benefit of tourists. Besides the usual demographics and descriptions 
that depict the Semais as typical Malay rural peasants and the passing mention of them as 
„egalitarian‟, an inordinate amount of space is devoted to detailing their collection of the RBBB 
for commercial trade: 
For supplementary income, some of the Semai collect butterflies and other 
insects, especially the Rajah Brooke butterfly for sale to middlemen from nearby 
towns. The butterfly fetches RM.10 a piece for undamaged specimens. These 
middlemen re-sell these specimens to traders in Tapah or Batu Gajah town, 
where they are mounted and framed and can fetch a price of between RM300 to 
RM500 in nearby Cameron Highlands and other tourist areas. Apart from the 
Rajah Brooke Birdwing, and on a smaller scale, the villagers have been 
collecting frogs (especially the horned toad), beetles and millipedes for the 
souvenir trade for the past 20 years
30
. 
The MNS-initiated conservation project thus inevitably became an indelible threat to the souvenir 
trade
31
 that the Semais have been privy to for decades. The MNS is of the opinion that the low 
price procurable from this small-scale commercial trade tends to induce over-harvesting. This 
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 Excerpt taken from a MNS-produced pamphlet entitled „Rafflesias of Ulu Geroh‟. Refer to Appendix 2. 
30
 Excerpt taken from pamphlet entitled „The Semai of Ulu Geroh‟. Refer to Appendix 2. 
31
 The middlemen, nonetheless, continue to have a ready supply of the prized insects and animals from 
other Orang Asli harvesters at Cameron Highlands itself. 
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purported „indiscriminate‟ harvesting of wildlife by the Semais of Ulu Geroh prior to the arrival 
of the MNS, extends to the Rafflesia as well, and the MNS members are convinced that its 
presence is the crucial intervening factor in saving the Rafflesia from certain extinction by the 
locals: 
MNS members stumbled upon the Flowers in the early 1980s and… in 1998, the 
members reported that the populations are declining fast due [to] (sic.) the over 




After a six-month-long preliminary feasibility survey on the biodiversity and land-use of the Ulu 
Kinta Forest Reserve and areas surrounding the village in 2000
33
, the MNS ascertained that there 
were healthy colonies of the Rafflesia in easy accessibility in several compartments within a 900 
ha-large area. In fact, it was discovered that Ulu Geroh is by far the most easily accessible 
Rafflesia site in the Peninsula34. The perceived „threat‟ to these endangered species of wildlife 
posed by this easy accessibility provided the necessary justification for the MNS to fully embark 
upon a conservation project within the village. The extenuating circumstances behind the 
excessive harvesting of the Rafflesia, as the MNS understands it, lie in the remedial qualities of 
the buds as prescribed by traditional medicine. In a pamphlet intended to provide some „trivia‟ of 
the community for the express benefit of the tourists, the short description of the local history of 
the flower contained therein is embellished with tales of myths and folklore: 
Local indigenous communities have known Rafflesia long before their purported 
„discoveries‟ by the western world. This is evident in the traditional uses, myths 
and folklore associated with the plant. In Peninsular Malaysia, all species are 
called bunga Pakma. Bunga is Malay for flower, and Pakma is derived from 
Sanskrit for lotus – a symbol of fertility. Extracts from the buds are used after 
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 Indigenous: Ulu Geroh Rafflesia and Rajah Brooke Birdwing‟s Conservation Area 
<http://www.mns.org.my/artabout.php?aid=25>. 
33
 With sponsorship from International Union for Conservation of Nature (Netherlands). 
34
 The other possible sites to view this rare flower are located in East Malaysia‟s states of Sabah and 
Sarawak, where access is difficult. 
35
 Excerpt taken from pamphlet entitled „Rafflesias of Ulu Geroh‟. Refer to Appendix 2. 
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In the course of my conversations with the villagers, they have adamantly and consistently denied 
this practice as being part of their „traditional uses, myths and folklore‟, attributing it solely to 
Malay and other Orang Asli subgroups‟ (like the Temiar, for e.g.). Although not subscribed to by 
the villagers of Ulu Geroh themselves (as averred by my informants), Malay belief places great 
medicinal value on the buds, particularly for post-natal women; hence the willingness of the 
locals to harvest and sell the buds to Malays in neighbouring villages. As accurately detailed in 
the pamphlet, the prevailing Malay belief emphasises its womb-shrinking properties. The 
procedure of obtaining its extract involves cutting the Rafflesia bud into small pieces, mixing 
them with shredded Tongkat Ali (Eurycoma longifolia) and Kacip Fatimah (Labisa pumila) (both 
local herbs prized as aphrodisiacs) and then sun-dried. They are then boiled in hot water and 
taken as desired by women who have just given birth. A belief subscribed to by the Malays has 
now become „written into‟ Semai myths and folklore, effectively rendering them undifferentiated 
entities from Malays (and other Orang Asli subgroups). A subtler way this is achieved, which 
may not be immediately apparent to non-Semais, is in the lexicon used in the pamphlet: „Bunga 
Pakma‟ is the Malay term for Rafflesia Cantleyi, not the local term pret manot, as I was duly 
informed by an elderly man who used to work as a nature guide. When queried, the villagers are 
not able to identify any „myths and folklore‟ surrounding the Rafflesia‟s curative qualities 
contained within their vernacular histories. My point here is that in their choice of words the 
MNS officials betray some highly revealing assumptions about the Semais‟ indigenous beliefs 
and practices. Within this short description of local practices, the write-up becomes condemning 
evidence for the MNS‟ accusation of the Semais of Ulu Geroh‟s irresponsible harvesting of the 
endangered Rafflesia.  
These acts of rewriting their vernacular histories and rendering them „forest destroyers‟ 
constitute part of a national-level „criminalising‟ rhetoric on the Orang Asli. As seen in a New 
Straits Times (Malaysia) report, it is implied that the Orang Asli, together with other illegal 
harvesters, should be held culpable for the irresponsible harvesting of the Rafflesia, since the 
exception granted them by legal provisos is applicable only to their personal use: 
The [Rafflesia] flower has been used for centuries by the Orang Asli as a remedy 
for internal injuries, and is especially prescribed for women after they give birth. 
However, the Orang Asli now are not only picking the flower buds, which they 
call bunga pakma, for their own use, but also supplying the middlemen. Together 
with illegal collectors, the Rafflesia may be in danger… A State Wildlife and 
National Parks Department spokesman said action could only be taken against 
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the culprits if the endangered species were taken from a state park or wildlife 
reserve. The Orang Asli, he said, were allowed to collect the plants for their own 
consumption even in protected areas (New Straits Times (Malaysia), 
27/09/2004). 
It would appear that the Malays are the ones taking advantage of this legal proviso to get the 
Semais to provide them with a constant supply of buds for the Malays‟ own consumption, and 
conveniently shifting the blame onto the indigenes. Rambo, in a passing reference to the trade of 
forest products engaged in by the Semangs (another Orang Asli subgroup) notes that various 
roots, herbs and flowers are collected „for medicinal use and especially for sale to Malays and 
Chinese who highly value Orang Asli medicinal plants, particularly those with reputed 
aphrodisiacal qualities‟ (1985:69, emphasis added), rather than for personal consumption. Orang 
Aslis supplying middlemen with forest products in a longstanding forest trade with Malays has 
been ongoing for centuries (as detailed in Chapter 4)
36
, but local media portrayal makes the 
allusion (and assumption) that it is „recent‟. They attribute the severity of this recent situation to 
the high demand created by „current consumer fad for traditional herbal medicine‟ (ibid.). Further 
quoting a 40-year-old from the Temiar subgroup
37
 as saying she can sell the Rafflesia buds for as 
much as RM1 to RM10 each, depending on size, the article has in effect cast the Orang Asli as 
not just benignly inhabiting the forest but as active opponents of conservation. In addition, it 
denies the various Orang Asli subgroups their discrete indigenous communities‟ identities by 
subsuming all of them together under the all-encompassing umbrella category of „Orang Asli‟. 
Nicholas (2000:7-8) notes that Orang Asli homogeneity was initially a creation of non-Orang Asli 
perceptions and ideological impositions rather than something that was self-defined. In fact, 
Nicholas posits that it was the social stress from their interactions with the dominant population 
that caused them to develop a common identity under the label „Orang Asli‟ (ibid.). An 
informant, when told of this type of reporting in local newspapers, exasperatedly lamented: 
“This type of things being said about us is typical. The people of towns and 
cities, all have wrong ideas about us. When town people, town kids, meet with an 
Orang Asli, they are afraid! They say, we eat humans. They say we are 
cannibals! Just like this case, we Semais do not believe in the use of Rafflesia 
                                                             
36
 Very few published reports exist on forest product collecting and trading patterns of current Orang Asli 
groups. Dentan, who has written extensively on the West Semais, gives only passing reference to collecting 
and trading in his work The Semai: A Nonviolent People of Malaya (1968a). For the West Semais – with 
special reference to a Semai community in the lowlands of Perak near a large town on the main north-south 
highway – he notes only collecting and sale of rotan (rattan), banana leaves and fruit (1968a:53). 
37
 Another subgroup of the Orang Asli.  
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bud for women who have just birth. But they say we are the ones who are 
destroying the forest, destroying the species. Rafflesia bud-drinking may be a 
Temiar belief - I‟m not sure - but it‟s definitely not a Semai belief. All these 
misunderstandings come about because there is no mention of us in history 
textbooks. I know, because I‟ve often gone into bookshops when I‟m in town, to 
find an article on us in history textbooks. But there is none. That‟s why they are 
confused about us!” 
Thus print material like MNS-produced pamphlets and local newspapers are responsible for 
(inaccurately) implicating indigenous inhabitants of the forest like the villagers of Ulu Geroh in 
„environmental crime‟, in the process producing an image of the Semais - together with that of 
Orang Aslis in general - as „empty and unimproved‟, not dissimilar to Rambo‟s (1985) „primitive 
polluters‟.  
 
Reconstructed Semais as Sacred ‘Guardians’ 
The MNS‟ declared mission then, is to convert these „forest criminals‟ into „forest 
guardians‟ through a reshaping of the Semais‟ resource use perspective: 
Awareness stop[s] (sic.) them from collecting but allows some of them to 
continue their harvesting of the forest products (e.g. rattan, bamboo, herbs, fruits, 
hunt for food, roof material, etc) at a sustainable basis
38.  
„Sustainable harvesting‟ as interpreted by the MNS here is complete non-extraction of the 
protected species of the Rafflesia and RBBB for commercial sale, while permitting the continual 
controlled extraction of other forest products that locals customarily rely on for subsistence. The 
reality however, is that these subsistence items like rattan, bamboo, (including gharu and wild 
resins) and some fruits (e.g. the durian)
39
 are currently being excessively harvested for 
commercial trade too, not for subsistence alone. Gomes (1991:163) notes the Semais of Tapah 
(and by extension, the Semais of neighbouring Ulu Geroh, as I have observed) are increasingly 
engaged in petty commodity production due to an intensification of links with the market 
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 Indigenous: Ulu Geroh Rafflesia and Rajah Brooke Birdwing‟s Conservation Area 
<http://www.mns.org.my/artabout.php?aid=25>. 
39
 The two major fruit collected for market consumption are petai (Parkia speciosa) and durian (Durio 
spp.) and the minor fruits which are harvested intermittently and in relatively small quantities for sale 
include larah (Bacaurea griffthii), rambai (Baccaurea motleyana), jering (Pithecellobium jiringa) , and 
langsat (Lansium domesticum). 
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economy. Subsistence production persists, but it functions within an economy oriented towards 
commodity production, especially cash cropping (ibid.:170). In turn, they are increasingly 
dependent on the market for manufactured consumable products
40
. The MNS is of the opinion 
that the ecotourism and conservation efforts will induce a return of the Semais to the ecologically 
innocuous population they once were as „traditional‟ societies. As the previous Head of Science 
and Conservation Department enunciated in a December 2003 Ulu Geroh MNS Update on the 
project‟s purpose: „The Semai community here will work together with MNS as guardian and 
keeper of the Rafflesia and Rajah Brooke butterflies, as well as their environment, which in turn 
will bring back their traditional culture and way of life‟. This reversion is crucial, since „modern 
living‟ is synonymous to „a corrupting force, a juggernaut that rolls over them and makes 
threatening what was earlier ecologically benign‟ (Holt, 2005:211). As seen in an MNS report:  
The process of getting the villagers to fully comprehend conservation will take 
some time especially now, from their exposure to modern living and etching a 
living. There are members of the SEMAI who are very protective of their culture, 
„their‟ forest (even though they do not own the land) and these are the future 
leaders to keep the spirit of conservation alive. They know that the forest 




This is synonymous to a resurgent protectionist rhetoric, which dismisses local residents (1) 
because they are becoming too “like us” (the West) in their consumption habits and other 
characteristics, and (2) because they do not supposedly possess the ability to steward nature to the 
same degree (ibid.:201). The history of Western exploitation of the natural environment (the 
conservation rhetoric subscribed to by the MNS) appears to bestow on members of this culture 
insights into ways to steward nature, and even the authority to intervene in how other groups 
manage their resources (ibid.). The argument of the MNS here is that only after the „natives‟ have 
reverted to being sacred and ineffable will they be able to successfully comprehend and 
incorporate superior Western conception of conservation. Otherwise, they can only be „enemies 
of nature who have lost their pristine and traditional ways‟ (ibid.:209). In order that they cease 
being „enemies of nature‟, they even have to refrain from subsistence agriculture. This is 
conveyed in the proposal MNS submitted to the Perak State Forestry Department to gazette four 
other areas surrounding forest compartments 174 and 191 - where the rare cousin of the Rafflesia, 
the puny Rhizanthes was found - in order to form a valley catchment area for conservation. The 
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 This includes personal items, household good, tobacco, betel and alcoholic drinks. 
41
 As reported in the MNS‟ submission of the Nomination Form for the 2006 Equator Prize. 
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main rationale behind this move is purportedly because the forest itself has to be „protected‟ from 
the Semais engaging in subsistence farming:  
Stronger gazettement of the site is advantageous to the [Perak State Forestry] 
Department, in as much (sic.) as it prevents the threat of encroachment by the 
Semai, especially along the forest fringes that have been converted into fruit 
orchards
42
 (emphasis added).  
These fruit orchards supply the crucial cash crops for the aboriculture-for-exchange within the 
market economy that the Semais are currently engaged in. This statement alludes that Semais are 
a „threat‟ to the forest precisely because they are no longer the sacred „traditional primitives‟, due 
to their activities of subsistence farming
43
. The reality, of course, is that Semais have been 
practising shifting cultivation for centuries. Thus it was imperative that the ecotourism project to 
be launched be able to address the twin concerns of the MNS: how to halt the alleged 
„encroachment‟ and „irresponsible harvesting‟ of the forest by the Semais, while simultaneously 
providing them with an alternative source of income in place of petty commodity production. The 
solution the MNS hit upon: employ the discourse of conversion of these forest „criminals‟ into 
forest „guardians‟ (or „stewards‟) in their promotion of a non-extractive low-impact ecotourism.  
Following the feasibility study in the year 2000 that confirmed the favourable conditions 
for ecotourism development in the vicinity, with permission from the Tok Batin (headman) of the 
village having been obtained, and the necessary support from the various state government 
bodies
44
 been secured as members of the Project Steering Committee (see Chapter 1), the MNS 
embarked upon the project proper. In lieu of moving the villagers off the protected area, with 
funding aid from the United Nations Development Programme‟s (UNDP) Global Environment 
Facility Small Grants Programme (GEF-SGP), the MNS embarked upon their second phase of the 
project in year 2002 by introducing a „cooperative ecotourism package‟ in Ulu Geroh, with the 
express intention to „[turn]  the Semai into stewards‟ of the Rafflesia buds and Birdwing 
butterflies
45
 and „lift [them] out of poverty‟ through local involvement and participation (The 
Sun, April 8, 2004). The quid pro quo is village development for commitment to conservation, as 




 Subsistence farming as practised by indigenous populations across Southeast Asia has often been blamed 
for the many environmental woes within the various states.  
44
 Among which are: the Perak/Kedah Forestry Department of Malaysia, Perak Wildlife and National Parks 
Department, Perak State Economic Planning Unit, and Perak Orang Asli Affairs Department. 
45
 From the MNS website Indigenous: Ulu Geroh Rafflesia and Rajah Brooke Birdwing‟s Conservation 
Area <http://www.mns.org.my/artabout.php?aid=25>. 
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stated in a pamphlet produced by the MNS: „It is hoped that sustainable ecotourism will help 
enhance the socio-economic status of the villagers while promoting awareness of the importance 
to conserve the Rafflesia, butterflies, natural resources and biodiversity of Ulu Geroh‟46, and „to 
prepare the Semai for their role as stewards‟47. The taking on of this role involves local Semai 
villagers working as nature guides, leading tourists up interpretative trails (with marked trails and 
species-name labels on trees) to view the rare flower and butterflies up close while providing 
commentaries on the various indigenous flora and fauna tourists encounter along the way. And in 
a display of „disciplining‟, these interpretative trails were developed by the MNS on the very 
same denai (Malay term for „trails‟) commonly used by villagers to forage for rattan and other 
forest products, or to get to their fruit orchards
48
, as the MNS identified four of these denai to be 
leading directly to relatively easily-accessible Rafflesia sites with healthy colonies of the flower. 
These four (as known by their vernacular names): Denai Abong, Denai Uji, Denai Omar, and 
Denai Pacat, are typically named after the person who discovered them while foraging, or 
according to the current nearby owner‟s fruit orchards. The MNS wanted to promote viewing of 
the Rafflesia in a low-impact manner to avoid drastic changes to the habitat. So out of the four 
Rafflesia trails, only one showcase trail with the densest population of buds, Denai Pacat, is 
currently being developed for visitors. Within the showcase site, the sensitive buds are monitored 
and surrounded by wire mesh to prevent them from being trampled upon. Ropes are placed to 
guide visitors and keep them from straying into the vines and buds. The number of tourists 
allowed into the Rafflesia site is also closely monitored, and detailed records maintained. The 
other three sites are kept free of visitors as much as possible. (The snag in this plan, however, is 
that this one showcase site may not have a fortuitous blooming of the Rafflesias when a group of 
tourists is expected at the village. In this situation, the other protected sites are checked for 
blooms, and if available, would be used instead). The MNS has even gone so far as to submit a 
Conservation Area Proposal to the Perak State Forestry Department recommending that the 
Production Forest Reserve be re-classified as a Research or Catchment Forest, and subsequently a 
Rafflesia Sanctuary. By declaring these four denai as new „interpretative trails‟ coupled with its 
heavy emphases on low-impact ecotourism, the locals are effectively excluded from these 
circumscribed areas, and their fruit and forest resource collection activities closely monitored. In 
the event that the proposal for the area to be declared a Rafflesia sanctuary is passed, the locals 
may be completely kept away.  
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 Known as ladang, Malay for „farms‟. 
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Concerned with providing an alternative income away from collecting as a source and to 
supplement the locals‟ currently unsteady income, the objective was to initiate a sustainable 
project that can generate enough revenue to raise their standard of living. The intention was to 
subsequently capacity-build them to operate the eco-tour project independently from the MNS. 
Community independence from the NGO was set in motion during Phase 3 of the project with the 
formation of a formal cooperative organisation in 17 August 2004
49
 named „Sahabat 
Ekopelancongan Memuliharaan Alam Indah‟ (acronym „SEMAI‟)50, or Friends of Ecotourism 
and Conservation of Beautiful Nature, consisting of local members who are concurrently trained 
nature guides. Significantly, the acronym SEMAI, created from the name of a group of people 
based upon a kinship community, constitutes another part of the „emptying‟ process of the MNS. 
The nomenclature „Semai‟ refers to the aggregate of people who speak various dialects of the 
Semai language and according to Green (1949:130) originated from the Temiar word, seman, 
meaning „Orang Bukit Selatan‟ („People of the Southern Hill‟). Many Semais nonetheless refer to 
themselves as sən‟oi hii‟ („our people‟), mai darat or mai səra‟ (both meaning „they of the 
hinterlands‟) (Dentan 1968a:1). Names given to the Orang Asli by some other group of people 
have always been derogatory
51. The term “Semai” is now being employed to essentialise the 
nature guides. SEMAI was inaugurated by MNS „to promote sustainable ecotourism and nature 
awareness among the villagers and visitors to Ulu Geroh and local participation‟52. SEMAI 
members are treated as „stewards‟ of the protected sites, and are looked upon as partners together 
with MNS, with the MNS acting in advisory and monitoring capacity through annual quarterly 
visits. These members will ultimately be responsible for managing and sustaining the project 
when the MNS eventually pulls out. These members were recruited only from local villagers. The 
Senior Education Officer in-charge of training at that time, Mr Neal Nirmal went house-to-house 
passing out application forms and promoting the project to interested locals. Many villagers 
signed up for the nature guide training course without fully comprehending what it entailed, and 
many cited „boredom‟ as the main reason. Others, having recently quit factory work in nearby 
towns and cities, decided to try it out as a potentially good source of alternative income, as it does 
not require rural to urban migration or the hassle of a daily commute. A significant number of 
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 The official inauguration date was 7 April 2005. 
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 See Appendix 3: SEMAI Cooperative Logo that was designed by the members.  
51
 The term „Sakai‟ for example, was used variously by colonial administrators to mean „slave, dependent 
or savage‟ (Nicholas 2000:69), but was never used by the Orang Asli to refer to themselves.   
52
 See pamphlet „The Rafflesias of Ulu Geroh‟ in Appendix 2. 
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new sign-ups were single mothers or widows with limited sources of income. At its inception, 
there were 26 members
53
 in total. Currently there are 12 trained nature guides.  
The MNS is convinced that „[l]ifestyle changes have been creeping into the Orang Asli 
community, with certain lasting modifications to their way of life‟54. Thus when it came to the 
training of these nature guides, nothing was said of soliciting contributions from the local 
population at the planning stage. Instead, it was adapted from the state-endorsed Green Badge 
Certification Programme. An initiative of the Ministry of Tourism (Motour) with the help of the 
Department of Wildlife and National Parks (Perhilitan), Green Badge is a mandatory certification 
for amateur tour guides wishing to conduct officially licensed tours of natural areas and run soft 
adventure trips like nature walks, bird-watching, camping and mountain trekking. After 
successfully passing the programme‟s intensive 14-day nature guide training course, the 
participant becomes a Localised Nature Guide (LNG). The license permits the LNGs to do 
guiding only at the area designated on their licence. Held two to four times annually at different 
locations, the course is run in English and Malay by trainers who are experts from various fields 
like botany, wildlife and outdoor survival. Training involves attending lectures on forest ecology, 
tree species, jungle herbs and wildlife behaviour. Practical outdoor skills involving map and 
compass-reading, jungle survival, first aid and how to spot wildlife tracks and signs, are also 
imparted to them. Trainees are also taught how to make their presentation to tourists more fun 
and engaging, and how to deal with fussy or boorish tourists. Apart from a written test, a field 
presentation decides whether the trainees successfully pass and obtain the licence. The field 
presentation assessment that takes place on the final day of training involves the trainees picking 
a topic - plant species, wildlife or forest ecology – and presenting the topic to examiners as 
though they were guiding actual tourists. Trainees are assessed on their personality, product 
knowledge, clarity of speech style, and the ability to generate interest and problem-solving skills 
during emergencies.
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In a commendable inclusionary strategy of empowering the locals to be trained nature 
guides so that they, and not outsiders, benefit monetarily from the project, the MNS trained them 
prior to sending them to the Green Badge Course in order that they may be fully equipped to pass 
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 Women members constitute almost half of this number. The cooperative is composed of a hierarchical 
organisation with five bureaus under core committee members: Safety, Public Education and Awareness, 
Marketing, Information, and Culture. These were elected on 17 October 2004 from the pioneer batch of 




 Facts adapted from The Star (10/09/2005).  
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the course. It was crucial to have a few of them as officially-certified guides, without whom the 
other non-certified guides would not be allowed to conduct treks in the village. Out of the 26 
SEMAI cooperative members, three were handpicked to attend the Green Badge course, and 
succeeded in obtaining their certificates. It is compulsory for either one of these three to be 
present during any treks that are embarked on, and the 26 members work on a rotational basis. 
The other normal SEMAI members were trained on a course modified from the Green Badge 
Programme. The irony is that the certification needed to convert them into proper licensed guides 
requires that they be re-trained in their environmental knowledge, instead of drawing upon their 
customary knowledge of the environment. In the case of the Tongkat Ali prized by urbanites and 
Malays as a local aphrodisiac, they were trained to refer to it as a „power root‟. These trainings 
were deemed necessary due to some nebulous notions on the part of the MNS members of what 
would directly appeal to the tourists, most of whom are domestic. The irony is more apparent 
when one considers the indigenous community-sharing sessions the SEMAI members were 
encouraged to participate in. Since 2002, they were sent to various other Orang Asli villages that 
were pioneers of local community participation ecotourism endeavours like the Semelai 
Association for Boating and Tourism (SABOT) and Partners of Community Organisation, Sabah 
(PACOS), to be exposed to ecotourism training, share experience and receive advice from these 
predecessors. These various other indigenous ecotourism projects similarly have benefitted from 
Western scientific induction and training. In a further twist of irony, the SEMAI members were 
sent to attend sessions conducted by Sinui Pai Nanek Sngik (New Life One Heart), a Perak-based 
Orang Asli community group at the town of Bidor on how to „understand and assert their 
indigenous rights‟56.  
The reason behind the lack of consultation with locals becomes clearer when the 
objectives pursued by the MNS are scrutinised. Pairing the dual aims of conservation and 
community development, the MNS pursued „biological objectives‟ and the aim of „engendering 
local pride in their culture, traditional songs, arts & handicrafts through cultural conservation
57‟. 
Highly promoted as a local community involvement conservation project where „the benefits of 
ecotourism converge with conservation to safeguard biodiversity while improving the local 
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 Communicated to me by one of the informants, R. 
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 Indigenous: Ulu Geroh Rafflesia and Rajah Brooke Birdwing‟s Conservation Area 
<http://www.mns.org.my/artabout.php?aid=25>. 
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economy for the indigenous community‟58, the MNS has pursued the economic aspect by 
furthering the sacred „pristine primitive‟ imagery and capitalising on it. As seen in earlier sections 
of this chapter, the discourses created by the MNS of the Semai as „primitive polluters‟, „forest 
criminals‟ and „pristine primitive‟ make the Semai narratable (all the while essentialising them as 
„forest people‟), and has the potential to transform this group of people into something they are 
not. This serves to elide gaps in understanding. These gaps in understanding, I submit, are 
important for the MNS to be able to create the value of this group of people, in order that they 
may be presented in a manner understandable to the tourists. As Peter Brosius said, in his study of 
the Penan of Sarawak: 
To save something, or to mobilise an audience to want to save something, 
requires that it be made beautiful or profound, or have some transcendent value. 
In creating that value, however, the thing itself is transformed (2005:380).  
The mundane Semais and the forest landscape they inhabit are being transformed into something 
that is sacred, valued, and thus to be „safeguarded‟ and saved. This is achieved by creating an 
image of the „primitive forest people‟. We see this in the promotion of tour packages to the 
tourists. Tourists are currently charged a fee of RM57 (a flat rate for adults and children) for a 
basic one-day package consisting of 3 segments: RBBB and Rafflesia viewing, ending with a trek 
to the Air Terjun Damak (Damak Waterfall). Performance of the local customary sewang 
(séance) dance by locals dressed up in grass skirts and head accessories can be had on request by 
visitors, at additional costs. In the pipeline were discussions on how to further capitalise on the 
imagery of the indigenes‟ close relationship to the forest by utilising forest produce like rattan to 
produce hand-made crafts to be marketed as tourist souvenirs; a recurrent theme I picked up 
while sitting in some of their workshops, and during their cooperative general meetings. The 
intention is to develop these cultural artefacts for the promotion of „micro-businesses primed for 
the ecotourism market‟. As reported in the MNS‟ submission of the Nomination Form for the 
2006 Equator Prize: „A revival of the handicrafts and refining their work is important for the 
market‟. Erb (2008:25), in her study of the „co-management initiative‟ in the Komodo National 
Park in Eastern Indonesia started in the year 2006 by an international conservation organisation 
„The Nature Conservancy‟, surmises that in the eyes of those who run the park „sustainability‟ of 
eco-tourism has become „economic sustainability‟ – „making the Park pay for itself‟.  
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 Seen in the promotion on the website „Nature Escapes‟ <http://www.nature-escapes-kuala-
lumpur.com/Ulu-Geroh-Rafflesia-Trail.html> maintained by Rick Gregory, a free-lance journalist/writer in 
Malaysia.  
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At Ulu Geroh, the MNS, as a result of viewing the forest through their pecuniary 
„improving eye‟ (Pratt, 1992: 61), have inadvertently produced a representation of their 
subsistence habitats that is at variance with Semai conceptions - as „empty‟ landscapes, 
meaningful only in terms of a capitalist future and their potential for producing a marketable 
surplus (ibid.). In order for the landscape to be made marketable, the inhabitants of the landscape 
themselves must be presented to the tourist audience as „empty‟, sacred and ineffable. The 
implications and effect of this essentialising discourse shall be explored in Chapter 6. 
 
Engendering Competition in place of Community Action 
The MNS‟ efforts to redefine the forest as an „empty landscape‟ to be appropriated for 
profit benefits, have also resulted in a dissonance with regards to prior local arrangements as it 
did not take into account that the forest is a lived space, with complex local history and politics. 
In their bid to inaugurate a pro-poor ecotourism endeavour among the Semais of Ulu Geroh, the 
MNS has failed to take into consideration the various nuances of intra-group interactions that 
have prevailed before the inception of this tourism enterprise, resulting in an exacerbation of 
cleavages between those who stand to benefit from this project, and those who do not. At the root 
of the rifts and rivalries is the disjuncture between local practices, customs and norms of village 
life that depend strongly on cooperation and community action, and the spirit of competition 
engendered by the development of this community-based tourism (Mowforth and Munt, 
2003:226, emphasis added). In re-creating the Semais‟ „lived space‟ in order to benefit from 
tourist spending, ecotourism at Ulu Geroh has profited particular social entrepreneurs while 
simultaneously marginalising particular others, specifically some trekkers who are more 
advanced in age and have had previously held advantageous positions which guaranteed 
unhindered access to pecuniary benefits from guiding work.  
With the formation of the SEMAI cooperative, a Community Fund (tabung dana) was 
created. A portion of the fund was typically expended on the development of tourist facilities 
during the nascent period of the ecotourism endeavour, while the rest of it is used to benefit the 
rest of the community indirectly involved in the ecotour. This takes the form of cash paid out to 
individuals who are employed in the preparation of tourist meals and refreshments, or those who 
perform the sewang (séance) dance for tourist entertainment. It also provided the necessary 
capital for the proposed project of overnight tourist lodging construction. Individual tour guides 
are usually paid RM20 - 30 as guiding fees for every trip that they make, and another RM10 if 
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they make preliminary trips to the Rafflesia site to check for a blooming flower before the 
expected arrival of a group of tourist. The exact amount of guiding fees paid each time is 
contingent upon several factors like tourist numbers and the remaining balance in the common 
funds, and meant to be decided by consensus between SEMAI members and MNS officials. The 
remaining portion of the revenue received from guiding fees goes straight into the SEMAI 
common funds. At the nascent stage of establishing the SEMAI cooperative, the members were 
impelled to forgo a substantial portion of their earnings, thus generating some friction and 
disagreements between the members and MNS conservation officers. The rationale behind the 
reduced pay system was that since the cooperative was at its incipience, a good portion of the 
guiding fees should go into boosting the common funds. The MNS agents, in the spirit of 
implementation of the cooperative, had prevailed upon the members to take only RM10 of pay 
per trip (whereas the guiding fee was originally suggested to be pegged at RM50) - a rather paltry 
sum in comparison to what some of the older members who used to work as freelance guides 
before the inception of the ecotourism enterprise used to get. (The MNS officials, on their part, 
subsequently raised the pay to RM20, eventually going up to as high as RM30, but which remains 
contingent on the aforementioned fluctuating factors).  
I was told by Pak A, one of these elderly ex-freelance trekking guides, that he used to 
earn anywhere between RM50 to as much as RM70 for each trip that he makes. Prior to the 
current arrangement in regard to the setting up of the SEMAI cooperative and the inception of the 
ecotourism project, Pak A was approached in the early 90s by the scientist-discoverer, Dr K. 
Fletcher. Having heard that there were Rafflesias in abundance in the Gopeng area, Dr Fletcher 
was conducting a survey of the forested areas in the vicinity and required an expert on jungle 
trails. After making inquiries with a Malay man residing in Gopeng, Pak A - being an expert in 
negotiating the complicated forest trails since he regularly hunts wild boar - was referred to him. 
Pak A was the sole recipient of the benefits of this researcher-trekking guide partnership which 
lasted ten years, with the eventual infiltration of foreign visitors into the village, most of whom 
were Rafflesia enthusiasts and colleagues or friends of Prof Fletcher‟s. The initial guiding fee 
paid was between RM20 - 30. As the foreign researchers from Germany, Italy and France 
accompanying him began to appear in the scene, they began paying Pak A RM50 or more, 
supplemented with small tokens like food. When a Malay MNS Field Officer by the name of 
Shahril was placed in charged of the project‟s public promotion subsequently, his preferred guide 
was Pak A‟s contemporary, Pak LT, who was similarly paid RM50 to RM70. Around this time, 
domestic and foreign tourists were arriving, in addition to the foreign researchers, and freelance 
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guides like Pak A and Pak LT were still receiving the customary fees. Thus by comparison, the 
newly-established diminished pay system of the current SEMAI cooperative was viewed by them 
as not commensurate with their guiding efforts. As a result of their disgruntlements with the 
greatly reduced pay, the older ex-freelance guides decided to quit the cooperative en masse. To 
prevent fuelling any tensions in the village, they cited ill health like knee problems as reasons for 
their withdrawal from SEMAI and ceased being nature guides altogether. Since most of them 
were already well-advanced in years, they returned to their subsistence harvesting of rattan or 
petai. On the part of the other younger SEMAI members, the situation of the pre-SEMAI 
cooperative days is rationalised as a case of the ignorant locals being taken advantaged of by an 
outsider, a “mai gob” (a derogatory term normally associated with Malays). Having recently 
gained cognizance (or as a current SEMAI member succinctly puts it: “Our eyes have been 
opened”) of the inordinate amount of cash that can be amassed from the tourist package fees 
alone, they reasoned that in the past, while one or two of the local freelance guides may be 
earning as high as RM70, the rest of the revenue was being pocketed by Shahril, the Malay 
outsider. In their opinion, the profits were steadily filtering out of the village to an outsider.  
The pay system, however, was not the main cause of the rift between senior nature guides 
possessing innate indigenous knowledge and younger MNS-trained guides. It is also attributable 
to the training style of the conservationists. Due to the MNS‟ emphases on language 
competencies and skills in relaying information about forest produce to the tourists, particular 
peoples, who otherwise held insignificant social positions previously, especially since they are 
younger in age and possess less extensive forest knowledge, now naturally hold prominent 
positions within the SEMAI cooperative.  This inadvertently marginalised the elderly more 
experienced nature guides. With the stringent tests and trainings, coupled with the requirement of 
a proficient delivery of verbal expositions of forest products, a large number of SEMAI members 
(in particular, older illiterate ones) who found difficulties in staying on course to complete the 
interminable tests and trainings that Neal designed, withdrew from guiding work. Their grouses 
were with the didactic guiding promulgated, a vast change from the previous manner they have 
been conducting it, which was merely to lead tourists up to the Rafflesia sites. Thus, the current 
core members are made up of predominantly young educated Semais, conversant in both Bahasa 
Melayu and English. Despite not being well-acquainted with the various twists and turns of the 
unmarked trails that are currently being used in trekking, the younger Semais benefit from the 
new conservation and guiding initiative of the MNS. The older guides, by virtue of their being 
repositories of forest knowledge, were, and still are, well-respected within the community. 
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However, with the advent of the ecotourism enterprise, they are being marginalised due to their 
language deficiency, being far more fluent in the vernacular Semai language. These repositories 
of indigenous knowledge were presumably not regarded by the MNS as of value and their 
opinions not adequately of worth to merit due deference, either for the purpose of training the 
younger guides or to be consulted on for the purpose of developing trekking programmes 
designed for tourists.  
The other detractors of the project were those unwilling or unable to endure the intensive 
training required of them. Many others remain ambivalent towards the project, awaiting results 
before deciding to jump on the bandwagon. As one of the SEMAI members said:  
„We have to prove to the village community. If we succeed at this, it would mean 
that we can manage this project on our own. And the other villagers will believe 
us. Initially they don‟t believe. We Orang Asli, our mentality is different. We, if 
we don‟t see results, we won‟t believe; that‟s how it is. But if we succeed, the 
others will respect us.‟ 
However, some are of the opinion that the disgruntlements do not stem from unbelief; rather they 
attributed it to „jealousies‟. For one, the conservation principles are in direct conflict to some of 
the detractors‟ desire to continue harvesting the Rafflesia for sale. Admittedly, there are some 
trickle-down monetary benefits to those not directly involved in the ecotourism project. Some 
enterprising villagers have taken advantage of the influx of tourists into the village. To date, two 
new sundry stores with van delivery service have been set up in Kampung Tengah (in the year 
2005) and Kampung Atas (in the year 2006). Non-SEMAI members who perform as sewang 
(séance) dancers are paid RM30 individually per performance. Younger SEMAI members 
perceived the acts of the detractors and dropouts to be scuppering the project. The latent tension 
within the community, however, culminated in an altercation during a hastily-called gathering 
that took place after one SEMAI annual general meeting in 2006. On the surface the bone of 
contention appeared to be the monopolising of the village main water pipe by SEMAI members 
during tourist arrivals for meal preparation. The non-SEMAI members wanted a fair rotation of 
users for the day‟s water usage. The underlying issue was later revealed to be deep-seated 
disgruntlements with the non-equitable distribution of pecuniary profits from the project. 
According to MNS records, from June 2004 – July 2006, tourist arrivals were estimated to be 
about 1043 and visitor fees alone totalled $8741 (not including proceeds from the sale of 
merchandise, food and sewang dance). A particularly angry villager who was shouting his 
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grievances turned out to be an ex-member and the father of one of the successful Green Badge 
holders. After his fall from a tractor while delivering palm oil fruits, he was unable to work as a 
nature guide anymore. Being one of the pioneers of the project, he accused the younger members 
of “arrogance” (Malay: sombong) now that the project has taken off successfully, all due to his 
and other older members‟ efforts of „building it up‟. Community tension seems to have arisen 
from abandoned social and moral obligations toward co-villagers. An incident serves to illustrate 
this well: once, while chatting with some women in the village, I observed a group of school-
going children engaged in their little games at the village courtyard. In one of their games, one 
child (appropriately decked out garishly in a „gold chain‟ made out of a string of rubber bands) 
standing apart from the other children, would chant in a sing-song manner, the phrase (in Malay) 
twice: „I am a rich man‟ („Saya orang kaya‟), followed by echoing chants from the other children 
huddled in a group on the opposite side: „We are poor people‟ („Kami orang miskin‟). The „rich‟ 
kid would then say: „I want a friend‟ („Saya mahu kawan‟) to which the others respond: „What is 
this person‟s name?‟ („Siapa namanya?‟) „Her/His name is ---- „ („Namanya --- „), the rich kid 
would say, and the lucky kid chosen would skip over to the „rich people‟ side. The whole cycle 
then repeats itself, with „We are rich people‟ („Kami orang kaya‟), until every single one has been 
helped. The intra-village conflict shows that the professed goal of community poverty alleviation 
by the NGO has yet to be actualised, as far as the number of people actually included in the 
project goes, and the ensuring of a fair equidistribution of pecuniary profits from the ecotourism 
project to the community at large.  
Conclusion 
In the preceding discussion, I have attempted to show how, in an effort to make a people 
narratable and to create value (all the while essentialising them as „forest people‟), 
environmentalist discourse about indigenous people has the potential to transform the people into 
as „empty and unimproved‟ as the landscape they inhabit. I submit that it is this construction of 
Semais as „empty and unimproved‟ forest destroyers and irresponsible extractors, coupled with 
insufficient consultation with the community, that stymied the full actualisation of the MNS‟ 
stated goal of community involvement among the Ulu Geroh villagers. It runs counter to their 
advocacy of participatory approaches in a collaborative manner, as it ends up imposing a 
conservation approach that attempts to „control the forest from the outside‟ (Lye, 2005:107) in an 
exclusionary mode of protected areas management. Despite this, local autonomy among a select 
section of the community was not impeded, in particular, among the younger educated Semais, as 
will be explored in Chapter 6. 
 69 
Chapter 6 Contact/Border Zones: Conflation of Varying Conceptions of „Forest‟ 
  
Introduction 
Forests, invoked and evoked, have a curious capacity to structure the ways people describe their 
histories: they become key motifs in punctuating the past… Around the motif it is easy to weave 
stories of social change and economic transformation with powerful moral connotations. 
Unsurprisingly, then, histories and their emotive force are frequently contested through forest 
images.  (Leach and Fairhead, 2000:35) 
In this chapter, I examine how the forests are „invoked and evoked‟ by a select group of 
younger Semais of Ulu Geroh in an ingenious display of agency and autonomy, either in their 
daily discourses, or in the course of interactions with outsiders like tourists and MNS officials 
within Pratt‟s contact zone or Bruner‟s borderzone. In particular, I seek to ask why, given an 
apparent historic readiness to accept environmental change, they have now adopted a rhetoric 
which we would recognise as „environmentalist‟. As Lowenthal (2000:208) acutely observes:  
Tribal peoples soon learn to eco-speak themselves. Maoris and Ghanaians, Inuits 
and Aborigines refer in identical terms to respect for nature, to ancestral instincts 
for conserving, to tribal taboos against degradation, and so forth. Minorities 
emulate tribal virtue.  
Similarly, Semai constructions of environment are changing to accommodate a new level of 
discourse. By engaging with „forest images‟ - drawing from their own cosmology, customary 
practices and history, or engaging creatively with Western environmental concepts – they 
successfully contest the nature developmentalists‟ conservation parlance, with its proclivity to 
render them as forest „destroyers‟. They have also come to learn to „sell‟ Malaysia‟s green 
heritage to the world. Consequently, they embraced the Western conservation and capitalist 
rhetoric - so divergent from their own - that was presented to them, and further engaged with 
these novel understandings of nature and the forests to their own advantage. This chapter aims to 
examine how, with the conflation of varying conceptions within the dynamic contact/border 
zone, stories of „social change and economic transformations with powerful moral connotations‟ 
are woven around the key motif of „forests‟ by them. With the interweaving of these different 
motifs of „forests‟ of the young Semais and the MNS officials, what is intuitively accepted as 
„customary knowledge‟ and „Western knowledge‟ begin to coalesce, due to seepages along the 
porous borders of the contact zone. Together with the contact with tourists‟ motifs of „forests‟, 
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what began in tourism may enter customary knowledge, and vice versa, due to what Bruner terms 
„cultural content flows‟ (1996:167).  
 
Transculturation from ‘Metropolis’ to ‘Periphery’ 
(i) ‘Stewards’ of the Beautiful Forest 
One of the more immediately apparent manifestations of Semai receptivity to Western 
conservation parlance is as evinced by members of SEMAI in their embrace of their newly-
ascribed positions as „stewards‟ of the forest. In the case of the ad-hoc adherence of taboos and 
prohibitions against terlaid behaviours with regard to the treatment of forest creatures (see 
Chapter 4) resulting in a disjuncture between beliefs and behaviour, a segment of the community 
that are committee members of the SEMAI association are observed to engage in what Pratt terms 
„autoethnography‟ - discourses the „subjugated other‟ constructs in response to or in dialogue 
with metropolitan representations, in order to exert some form of informal sanctions on those who 
persist in these transgressions. Having undergone several intensive training sessions with the 
MNS on preservation and conservation of species, the rhetoric on forest conservation that are 
engaged in by some individuals who are SEMAI members begin to evince appeals to Western 
conservation parlance: 
 “For us, this is only the beginning. Our hope is that one day, for the generations 
to come, I mean the young generations now, will continue this ecotourism 
endeavour. In the meantime, we also preserve the Rafflesia, the butterflies - that 
is our target. The other day, the people from the Forestry Department came, and 
they told us, “Don‟t destroy the flower if you happen to chance upon it.” That is 
exactly what some people are doing. We chide the kids when they catch the 
Rajah Brooke butterflies to sell. You shouldn‟t do it, like the elders always warn 
us! It‟s terlaid! But they still persist. You can‟t keep doing this; otherwise 
nothing will be left after this generation. After all, we are the guardians of the 
forest. As we‟ve learned in the [MNS] courses, we must protect and guard the 
forest for the generations to come.” – R, a „Green Badge‟ guide and SEMAI 
member 
Here we see „partial collaboration with and appropriation of the idioms of the conqueror‟ (Pratt, 
1992:7) – of Western conservation parlance and forest management practices - that are 
subsequently appropriated, merged or infiltrated to varying degrees with indigenous modes of 
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cosmic order. Although they stem from different motivations, these „idioms of the conqueror‟ 
regarding restrictions on butterfly and bird hunting contain ideas somewhat congruent with 
indigenous notions of terlaid – to refrain from mockery of or cruelty to defenceless animals „that 
might invite a natural calamity to occur‟ (Dentan 1968a:22). They are appropriated by the Semai 
guides, with eventual infiltration into local rhetoric surrounding prescribed and proscribed 
behaviour towards defenceless animals, and ultimately recast anew as valid adopted practices in 
relation to their newly-ascribed position as „stewards of the forest‟ who are fully cognizant of the 
repercussions of irresponsible actions that „threaten‟ nature‟s assets. Consequently, there is a 
direct appeal to the customary practice of tərlaid avoidance in the face of instances of molesting 
and catching „flashy‟ animals like butterflies, but the appeal is inadvertently always more heavily 
couched in conservation terms: „You can‟t keep doing this; otherwise nothing will be left after 
this generation.‟ A perception of resource scarcity and the need to protect the territory with its 
assets for the „inheritance‟ of future generations has developed. 
These „transculturated‟ discourses interestingly reflect the type of absolutism prevalent in 
Western conservation parlance, a contrariety to their indigenous categories that demonstrate a 
propensity to „deliquesc[e] and ooz[e] into each other, unleashing cataclysm and horror into the 
tidy… world‟ (Dentan, 1988:867). The transculturation of the metropolis‟ neat categories of the 
world to the peripheral village can also be seen in the ideas on conservation of bird species. The 
local boys commonly catapult birds, among which are the hummingbird species, to be turned into 
barbequed meat for a mid-day snack, an activity frowned upon by the MNS (see Picture). After 
the several separate occasions by the MNS official‟s admonishment of this behaviour, and to 
cease this „irresponsible activity‟ of the hunting of all manners of species of birds, the members 
of SEMAI begin to chide the children or show disapproval when a child is caught with a bird in 
hand, whereas the other villagers remain apathetic with regard to this particular Western scientific 
notion of bird species preservation. While I was at the village, boys are normally seen catapulting 
birds together in groups after school hours (see Picture). The members of SEMAI who happen to 
chance upon these recalcitrant boys will sometimes launch into a tirade, the castigation usually 
becoming more pointedly regular after a visiting MNS officer highlighted this negligence. One of 
the reasons for the disparate responses between non-SEMAI and SEMAI members are that in 
customary practice, there is no absolutism in matters like birds. Dentan (1988:860) expounds on 
the complexities of bird species recognised by Semai cosmology, and the proscribed differing 
treatment of each species. There are wild birds that are „embodied forces of chaos‟ - birds that are 















Picture 4 Boy with bird in hand. 
 
wild birds should be particularly avoided by people with head-soul loss. However, it is considered 
„fairly safe to eat kal ^ ^ q birds, stupid or lame enough to let people near them, e.g. close enough 
to kill with a slingshot‟. In that same paper, warning against the ethnographic proclivity to impose 
orthodoxy and ideological hegemony on complex Semai beliefs with all its ambiguities, Dentan 
contends that culture contact furthers this temptation, often turning „inchoate clumps of ideas into 
more organised systems‟ (1988:871). Another reason could be that customary belief still strongly 
informing the non-SEMAI members imbues them with an image of the forest as a vast habitat 
with abundant and ultimately inexhaustible resources for a life of subsistence (see Chapter 4). 
Still operating under the belief that hunting of birds is not a threat to the bird population because 
they could be increased through supernatural means, there does not appear to be an urgency to 
refrain from the act of hunting them.  
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In keeping with their strategies of representation that engage with the colonizer‟s own 
terms, some SEMAI members are also observed to be aligning themselves with perceived 
superior Western scientific knowledge when impugning the averred medicinal properties of the 
Rafflesia subscribed to by neighbouring Malays, the sole clientele for the buds. One of the 
SEMAI members, expounding on „scientific‟ arguments attenuating the purported remarkability 
of the Bunga Pakma, quoted - in complete confidence of its credibility - a scientist‟s assessment: 
„The other day, a Chinese man from Kuala Lumpur who is a scientist remarked, 
after viewing the Bunga Pakma at the top of the hill, that it contains no 
scientifically-proven efficacy whatsoever in shrinking wombs. He said it‟s just 
superstition. If we drink Ribena, it may be even more potent (dashyat) than 
drinking the juice of the Bunga Pakma! It‟s just the belief of the Malays, nothing 
to it. He said there are no real effects at all.‟  
Infallible Western scientific knowledge becomes, prima facie, valid justifications for the 
newly imposed restrictions by the MNS on Rafflesia harvesting, its veracity deemed unequivocal. 
The significance of this conscious alignment with Western scientific wisdom to refute Malay 
customary wisdom lies in the increasing awareness among SEMAI members that Malay 
middlemen are selling the buds at a much more exorbitant price in the pekan (Malay village) after 
purchasing them at a low price from the Semai collectors, and that it makes more economic sense 
to conserve the Rafflesia in order to gain from tourism revenue. As a few informants noted, the 
Malays are selling at the price of RM10 a RM5 bud purchased from them, almost double the cost 
price. Furthermore, there is increasing cognizance among these young Semais that continual 
harvesting is not sustainable in the long run, for the resource base can be rapidly diminished 
under intense harvesting, as (I was informed) was the case at Ulu Kampar, a neighbouring Semai 
village. According to locals at Ulu Geroh, the abundance of the Rafflesia at Ulu Kampar was 
ensured when the villagers „left them alone‟, but after unregulated excessive harvesting, the 
villagers have „wiped them out‟ (dah hapus). As if to cement their new-found identities as 
„stewards‟ and „guardians‟ of nature, by demonstrating that they have successfully internalised 
the NGO‟s version of conservation and are actively pursuing it, a few women members gathered 
one evening were found to be comparing the better-maintained state of their village with 
neighbouring Semai villages. Recounting a recent visit to Kampung Chang in Bidor, they waxed 
lyrical on the dire straits of the village condition, and how the villagers, not wisely appreciating 
the assets that nature has bestowed upon them, and not living up to their rightful role as „stewards 
of nature‟, have allowed the village to deteriorate beyond repair: 
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„They have a waterfall in the village. But it‟s dirty, the water in the river. It is 
polluted, I noticed. When we bathe in it, there were dirty tissues floating about. A 
few days ago there was a wedding feast (kenduri) at the village. And they were 
cooking right at the river bank! There were beer bottles strewn all over, so many 
tissues and plastics. We here, are so used to our lush (mewah) waters, our lush 
surroundings; everything here is lush. Even to bathe in their river is disgusting 
(geli). It felt like bathing in oily water, and there even were faeces floating about! 
It was a horrible experience! Even though blessed with a river, the village had no 
potable water. We were there 2 days, and for the whole 2 days, there was no 
water. The water had to be delivered into the village via trucks.‟ 
This type of discourse produced by the SEMAI members on their new positionality, hints at the 
beginnings of an active refutation of the image produced by the MNS of them as irresponsible 
nature extractors.  
 
(ii) ‘Forest’ as Appropriable Resource 
The impetus behind these appropriations of Western rhetoric by a select segment of the 
Semai community is, I submit, due more to a deep-seated desire to sustain the ecotourism project 
with all its accruing monetary profit rather than it being testament to the efficacy of transference 
and assimilation of conservation rhetoric. Further investigations into their true intents, I was to 
discover later in my research, revealed a notion that having a successful ecotourism project in the 
long term may aid in their attempts at maintaining valid legal ties to their ancestral land, in the 
context of ambiguous Malaysian legislations vis-à-vis Orang Asli land tenure (see Chapter 3). To 
that end, new ways of imagining the „forest‟ as an appropriable resource has to be set in motion. 
The legality of their claim is perceived to be granted them by their new position as „stewards of 
the forest‟ under the auspices of the conservation NGO: 
„Even now, there are some people who are against this [ecotourism] project. 
There are those who openly oppose it. There are those that hate (benci) us even. 
But we don‟t care. Because we have discussed, made a pact; we‟ve made a pact 
to bear with patience this hurdle. To maintain our home, our hearth, our village, 
our flowers, our forests as nature lovers (pencinta alam).‟ – U, a SEMAI guide 
(emphasis added) 
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They are conscious of the exigency in laying claim to these natural resources, because if they do 
not, they are convinced that the accruing economic benefits will go to outsiders possessing an 
even less valid claim to the land and its accompanying resources, as was the case in Kampung 
Batu 16 at Pahang. I understand from my informants that Batu 16 offer similar trekking tours, 
although the guides are not from the village. The situation of the villagers at Kampung Batu 16 
came to their attention when attending a symposium on indigenous rights at the town of Bidor 
organised by Sinui Pai Nanek Sngik (New Life One Heart), a Perak-based Orang Asli community 
group. Following the symposium, they returned to Kampung Ulu Geroh with a new resolve to 
succeed in their ecotourism project. In order to achieve valid claims to the natural resources, they 
became aware of the need to re-imagine the forest in the metropolitan‟s terms, as landscapes 
„meaningful only in terms of a capitalist future and their potential for producing a marketable 
surplus‟ (Pratt, 1992: 61) where the innate value of the Rafflesia lies in its potential to be 
developed into a profitable „business venture‟, but not in harvested form:  
„This project is good, because although we reside in this locale with such lush 
nature, we weren‟t aware of the Rafflesia being such an asset. That people would 
want to pay money to view it in its own habitat. We didn‟t know how to 
appreciate (menghargai) it until outsiders came. That‟s when we become aware 
of it. When our village was opened to outsiders who appreciate the Rafflesia, it 
made us conscious of its value (nilai). But we had no means of knowing how to 
do this business, this ecotourism. If we just watch others do it, we wouldn‟t have 
any idea how to start. Like this MNS, they offered us the opportunity; the tools to 
do so. That‟s when we realise that this is also a kind of business venture. A 
chance for us native inhabitants of the village (orang tempatan) to work at this. 
Usually these ecotourism projects are controlled and conducted by outsiders, 
with the locals as assistants only. And all the profits go into these outsiders‟ own 
pockets. But here, we are responsible for it; the revenue we gained we use to 
advance our own community.‟ – WR, a SEMAI guide 
This claim they intend on asserting on their locale is not, however, perceived by these young 
Semais to be synonymous with the previous ancestral claims their predecessors had over the land, 
as elucidated by R:  
„In the past, Orang Asli‟s minds are closed-up (fikiran tak terbuka). They looked 
stupid (Semai: kal^^q), are not good at anything; they lived solely based on their 
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forest knowledge. They preferred to dwell near the forests; they always hid in the 
forests; they were loath to go out and associate with others. The outside world 
they have not seen or understood. They were like „toads under the coconut shell‟ 
(„macam katak bawah tempurung‟: a Malay idiom meaning one with an 
extremely limited or narrow knowledge). Maybe it is due to the era that they 
were in; they only think to live for the present, and do not know how to look to 
the future. Like the Temiars now, whose mentality is still like people of the past. 
Because they are loath to part with their old ways, they don‟t wish to change. 
They still hang on to their old ways that are tied to the forest and jungle 
subsistence, and they don‟t like to leave the forest. We now, we want a beautiful 
house of concrete; we want beautiful clothes; we want this, we want that.‟ 
In direct contrast, the training by the MNS is considered to have been instrumental in „opening up 
their minds‟ (buka minda), so that although also inhabiting the forest land and benefitting from 
nature‟s resources, the younger Semais no longer see themselves as being „tied to the forest‟ in 
the customary way. The underlying reason could be because these young educated Semais, who 
have, at any one time, left the village for the bright lights of the cities and towns to find work, no 
longer regard the forest as a habitat with abundant and inexhaustible resources guaranteeing 
perpetual subsistence, or as a sufficient source of income through small-scale sales of forest 
produce like the Rafflesia, fruits and petai to Malay middlemen. In lieu of extracting these 
resources for ready cash (since it has become increasingly discernable to them that the supply is 
not guaranteed to be boundless), they are leaving the resources conserved within their territory 
after having come to the realisation that more cash could be generated and procured from tourist 
spending. It can be surmised that SEMAI members‟ informed comprehension of the intricacies of 
Malaysian amphibolous legalities in relation to their land tenure is what empowers them to 
manoeuvre around the ambiguities and attempt to secure some form of claim to the land, no 
matter how tenuous that claim may be, and even if the security may be ephemeral: 
„We have started this project, we have carried it as well as we could; we can 
bring tourists safely into the forest without any hitches. It shouldn‟t be a problem. 
But anything other than the [Rafflesia], like land, if they (the Malay government) 
want to take it back, we can‟t do anything. Because it is their land. We have no 
land grants. But at the moment, like the logging activities that are happening just 
a few kilometres away from the area of the [Raffesia] flower, are still restricted. 
They have not trespassed into that area yet because the area is declared a 
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Rafflesia conservation site. So, even if there is no guarantee [of legal rights to our 
land], it‟s a good thing, this ecotourism project.‟ – BS, a SEMAI green badge 
guide. 
To realise their entrepreneurial vision of forest resource appropriation instead of extraction, they 
have to engage with the metropolitan notion of host-guest relations underpinning the tourism 
industry. The SEMAI cooperative members now see themselves engaging in reciprocal 
obligations with tourists, who were previously mai (outsiders), but are now regarded as hii‟ (kin) 
because together with the tourists, they occupy similar positions as „nature lovers‟, and more 
importantly, tourists are conveyers of profits: 
„With this ecotourism project, we can advance ourselves. But it has to be done in 
a courteous, cultured manner (berbudi bahasa). We have to be courteous to the 
tourists. When the tourists come, we have to welcome them, treat them with 
respect, treat them well by offering them good service. Because they have come 
to see nature‟s beauty; they are pencinta alam (lovers of nature). We have to give 
them the best. They paid money for it, so they deserve [the good treatment].‟ 
This transformation of tourists into hii‟ crucially involves attaching „fictive kin‟ status to tourists. 
Ironically, the very same customary notion of hii‟ that facilitated reciprocal relations is the very 
impediment to the older non-SEMAI members, who still regard the tourists as „mai‟, and do not 
welcome them: 
„Look at this bunga pakma: it grows in abundance here on our land. People from 
distant lands far away want to see it. They want to take a picture of it. They even 
want to make a news report out of it. Take, take, they are taking it. How different 
is it from our harvesting it for sale to Malays? The MNS officials take what they 
call „samples‟ of the flower back to KL. Who knows what they do with it? 
Outsiders (mai) are never to be trusted!‟ – Pak LT 
 
(iii)  Didactic Interpretative Guiding 
In a less immediately apparent transculturation process, for interpretative guiding is 
deemed to be intuitive to most metropolitan inhabitants, Semais of Ulu Geroh have begun 
acquiring the skills which are in actuality, counter-intuitive to Semai thinking. There has been 
active transference of some very basic forms of indigenous forest knowledge to the tourists, as the 
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local tour guides were exhorted to provide on-site commentaries and expositions of plant species 
and their various benefits or uses, and/or their harmful effects, thus rendering them repositories of 
expert knowledge of the forests:  
„We have been undergoing training as tour guides. Nowadays, tourists, if they 
see something interesting or peculiar in the forest, they will ask, “What is it?” We 
learnt how to greet guests and brief them about the flower and its habitat before 
leading them on the hike to the identified Rafflesia habitat. Along the way, we 
will share our knowledge of the jungle plants, herbs and flowers.‟ – R 
 
Picture 5 A SEMAI guide doing a plant exposition. 
 
The villagers were certainly not naïve about the fact that tourists arrive with specific expectations 
and that part of their responsibility in ensuring the success of the village as an ecotourism 
destination involved meeting those expectations. This awareness came about through the annual 
quarterly visits paid by the MNS officers, who always took the opportunity to impress upon the 
villagers the crucial role they played as „custodians‟ and „stewards‟ in the conservation of their 
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„heritage‟ and the promotion of that to tourists. They were cognizant of the fact that in order to 
meet the expectations of tourists, they should model their nature guiding to the MNS‟ 
presentation as imparted to them during the training courses:  
„The elderly guides in the past didn‟t know how to conduct this ecotourism in the 
proper way. They just led the tourists up [the trails], and back down again. The 
tourists didn‟t like it that way, because there were no explanations given on the 
plants, the Rafflesia, and the butterflies. Tourists expect lengthy descriptions. 
That‟s what they paid for.‟ - U 
Sensitive to tourist expectations, the MNS-trained Semais have imbibed (albeit with unease) the 
didactic methods of interpretative guiding expected of them. In contrast, the more elderly pioneer 
guides were very active when it involved walking in the forest, for they walk fast, and they know 
the various trails like the back of their hand, but when it came to having to furnish the tourists 
with plant expositions, they were taciturn and reticent. On a superficial level, the basic reason 
appears to be that their expertise on the plant names are limited to Semai terms, and as such they 
were less eloquent when required to provide the names in the scientific terms for flora and fauna 
emphasised by MNS. After a careful study of Semai customary transmission of knowledge, it 
became apparent that the source of reticence could be the constraints placed by Semai mutual 
deference encapsulated in the notion of pərsusah, the principle of non-interference (see Chapter 
4). Giving unsought instruction would have violated the deference people of all ages and both 
genders owed each other (Dentan, 1988:859). Articulating knowledge acquired in a „memorate‟ 
manner, then, is a direct violation of this principle of deference, for the action itself is tantamount 
to asserting oneself upon others, who, Semai believes, posses, and are entitled to, their own 
individual understanding about empirical matters. Although this MNS requirement of imparting 
knowledge to tourists did not scupper the younger Semais‟ efforts at guiding as it did the elderly 
pioneer guides, it did put them in a quandary, as one informant laments: 
„You can‟t lie to them, or try to gloss over an enquiry by cooking up an 
explanation. Because these tourists can return to their home country and read up 
the information in books, right? And it‟s difficult when we have to give 
explanations on Semai botany. For we explain based on our understanding of 
what the elders have taught us, or what we manage to gather from the trainings 
we‟ve attended. What we know, we dare share. But what if our understanding 
differs from the tourists‟ knowledge? They‟d think we are lying to them!‟ - WR 
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To circumvent this snag, the SEMAI members tend to offer explanations only when quizzed by 
tourists. Nonetheless, the receptiveness to this didactic method by the young members may have 
been facilitated by a „systemisation‟ of thought that Dentan attributes to culture contact, Semais 




Exposure to contrasting Malay notions may have helped West Semai clarify their 
own ideas. The need to explain basic assumptions and categories to outsiders 
may have facilitated articulating those ideas. Indeed, Semai often presented 
information in contrastive form: “We do (or say) this; Malays do (or say) that”… 
Culture contact had familiarized West Semai with organizing and neatening ideas 
for ignorant outsiders‟ easy comprehension (Dentan, 1988:870). 
On the other hand, elderly Semais have rarely needed to talk about „abstract or otherwise non-
empirical matters with people who might not understand‟, having in all their lives travelled less 
than a dozen miles from their birthplace, and thus lacking the opportunity to exchange ideas with 
non-Semais (Dentan, 1988:859). Also, a general wariness of Malays or any outsiders persists, 
even today.  
 
Transculturation from ‘Periphery’ to ‘Metropolis’ 
The previous section has examined how Semai ideas about giving didactic instructions to 
others, „stewarding‟ the forest and welcoming outsiders into the village as „guests‟, have changed 
in relation to tourism following an exchange of ideas with the NGO officials and encounters with 
tourists. This notion of transculturation is not complete if we consider only the ways in which 
„modes of representation from the metropolis are received and appropriated by groups on the 
periphery‟; we also need to inquire into the process of „transculturation from the colonies to the 
metropolis‟ (Pratt, 1992:6). The casting of the Semais as adjuncts in the environment on the one 
hand, is mediated on the other by the dynamic interactions between them and the tourists that 
takes place in the „in-between‟ space of the jungle trails. The Semai tourist guides at Kampung 
Ulu Geroh, having to negotiate the act of bringing in outsiders into the forest, a space - as 
extrapolated in the previous chapter – with its own precarious balance of complex sets of 
behavioural practices that may be intuitive to the local Semai but not to outsiders, inadvertently 
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 Dentan (1988:870) notes that many West Semai names for medicinal plants are cognate with Perak 
Malay ones. 
 81 
become the agents of transmitting ideas regarding observances of customary taboos and spirit 
propitiation to the tourists. The local guides‟ understanding of proper ritualistic behaviour while 
in the forest may be verbalised in the occasional informal cautionary words the local SEMAI 
guides quietly suggest to the tourists who participate in the Rafflesia Flower Appreciation 
Programme before they embark on their treks into the jungle:  
„When we enter the forest, there are certain behaviours we Semais usually refrain 
from engaging in. You see like the tiger, there are certain taboos (pantang 
larang) concerning it. For us Orang Asli. If we see its paw prints, we must not 
step on its prints. Or if it defecates on a particular spot, we must not laugh, or 
point at the faeces with our fingers, or with the machete. Otherwise, it (the tiger) 
might come attack our village.‟ 
Or some words of caution that may not be necessarily delivered in the style of formal pre-
trekking briefings but are instead intimated during the course of a conversation with tourists:  
„Do not, under any circumstance, laugh at any forest animals while you are 
walking in the jungle. When you hear the sound of a strange bird, or any peculiar 
forest creatures, do not follow it. Do not call out to it.‟ 
The reason for these cautionary intimations is that central to Semai belief, active principles of 
disease or poison are nyani‟ (or nyanyiq) - pain spirits (Dentan, 1988:862), as elaborated in 
Chapter 4. Personal accounts of encounters with nyani‟ abound. I was informed by villagers of 
Ulu Geroh that the nyani‟ sometimes make sounds resembling that of birds, at other times, akin to 
the sound of someone blowpiping a squirrel. They are believed to induce sickness in a person if 
one responds to its calls, especially if one‟s soul (Malay: semangat) is „weak‟; a propensity to be 
prone to afflictions. An informant told me of an occasion of recounting to a tourist her own 
cousin‟s personal encounter with a nyani‟ while in the forest in order to illustrate to the tourist the 
dangers of responding to unusual calls when trekking on the trails.  Her cousin, she relates, was 
foraging for rattan, when he heard the sound of a bicycle bell, and assumed that a fellow villager 
was riding one. So he called out: „Do be careful on your way, don‟t fall off your bicycle.‟ 
Accordingly, when he got home, „his whole body turned red, as if it was on fire. His whole body 
was wracked with fever. He became very sick. His father brought him to a shaman and after that 
he recovered.‟ The act of unwittingly calling out to a nyani‟ or laughing at queer noises in the 
forest also falls within the circumscribed boundaries of terlaid, as one may be deemed to have 
„teased‟ or „mocked‟ these forest inhabitants.  
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Local belief also attests to the dangers posed by were-tigers (Malay: harimau akuan/jadi-
jadian), an anthropomorphic belief among Malays and Orang Asli that some natural objects are 
really humans in another form; hence the aforementioned premonitory words by Semai guides. 
Endicott (1970:29) explains that these tigers, having the power to change into a tiger and back 
again at will, are recognisable by their „unusual behaviour‟ and are greatly feared. Skeat, in his 
elaboration of Malay magic, extends the anthropomorphic belief about these were-tigers to 
encompass the idea of tiger-folk having a town of their own, live in houses and act in every 
respect like human beings, „where they live quietly enough until one of their periodical attacks of 
fierceness (mengganas) comes on and causes them to break bounds and range the forest for their 
chosen prey‟ ([1900] 1965:157)60. With specific reference to the Semais, Dentan explains that 
tigers epitomized vicious supernatural beauty and pain-spirits (Semai: nyanyi‟) in general, and 
that „tigrine tropes‟ permeated talk of supernatural dangers (1988:866). The symbiotic 
relationship between Man and benda halus (Malay: loosely translated as „spirits of the world‟) is 
one of mutual respect, and the process of transculturation of this belief system from the periphery 
to the metropolis takes place, borne out of the locals‟ trepidations of inviting unwarranted 
repercussions to the village by some tourists‟ unwitting violation of the taboo of mocking forest 
inhabitants. Some of the guides are still rather discomfited by their having to resort to giving 
direct prohibitions to tourists: 
„We are afraid, because this is our place. That is why we sometimes give those 
warnings to tourists. We don‟t really wish to do it, but who knows, something 
bad might happen to our village; that is why are afraid. That is the belief of us 
Orang Aslis. If we go into the forest, if we hear strange unfamiliar noises, don‟t 
make fun of it. Don‟t fool with such things. We are just being cautious.‟ - WR 
While the usual tourist response is to obligingly comply with the injunctions, local Semai guides 
usually eschew dispensing such advice. Yet, they fear for the safety of their village. This 
trepidation leads to eventual active communication of customary practices to „visitors‟, further 
reinforcing the aforementioned conclusion in the previous section that local practices do change 
as a result of tourism.  
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 Maxwell attests that popular belief in the 18th Century was that men from the district of Korinchi in 
Sumatra, mostly peddlers of cloths, have the power of assuming the form of a tiger at will, and that in this 
guise they range the forest, hunting the wild game and occasionally killing mankind ([1907] 1982:193). 
This is corroborated by Skeat ([1900] 1965:160). 
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Interestingly, the tourists to whom these instructions were directed to, appear to respond 
positively to it. Some tourists who have been given such words of caution before related to me 
that they were actually fascinated with these beliefs, rather than being affronted or indignant. 
They feel that they are engaging in some form of knowledge-sharing process with the local Semai 
guides, thus rendering their encounters with the „visited‟ more „authentic‟ – somewhat analogous 
with Dean MacCannell‟s concept of “authenticity”: “Sightseers are motivated by the desire to see 
life as it is really lived, even to get it in with the natives . . .'' (1973:592). The tourists believe they 
are learning about and connecting with local culture, but this proceeds in a very ambiguous way. 
A European tourist who has participated in the programme rather excitedly related to me a 
momentous incident during her trek up in search of the Rafflesia together with a group of fellow 
tourists from the Malaysian Nature Society: 
„A lady had been pretty boisterous and loud since the beginning of our trek, and 
she continued her excited prattle and child-like marvel at the centipedes, leeches 
and butterflies that we saw along the way. She began gesticulating, and at one 
point was pointing to these and laughingly joking about them, saying how “that 
bug looks funny”, and this continued for awhile, until our nature guide turned 
around and said to her, very seriously, „Don‟t, don‟t make jokes about them 
please. Please don‟t do that. You never know who might hear it. We are in the 
forest.‟ And that sure shut her up! And I thought it was so beautiful, that the local 
people‟s beliefs have such great respect and reverence for the forest and 
everything in them. This sure was the highlight of our trek!‟ 
Tourist (mis)construal of local reciprocal obligations vis-à-vis forest inhabitants as „reverence‟ or 
worship of nature is a departure from local beliefs. As a result, a new understanding of the forest 
and local beliefs as imagined by the „visitor‟ is wrought, with its proclivity to envisage „Semai 
harmony with nature on the basis of an imaginary primitivity‟ (Dentan, 2002:221). Another 
tourist said: 
„Initially when I first arrived at the village I felt bad about going around and 
looking at them. It felt like a zoo. But then something happened that changed my 
mind completely. I offered this boy that I particularly liked an apple, and I 
thought he might just have it all by himself. But to my surprise, he went back to 
his home, and came out without it! I suppose it is to share it with his family. And 
 84 
then he came back to me, hoping for another [apple] I suppose. I think they‟re 
beautiful… they‟re just such beautiful people!‟ 
This is partly attributable to the MNS‟s presenting to tourists the Semais in their pristine „noble 
savage‟ image. Some guides were impelled by tourists to become „native porters‟. Tourists insist 
that the guides carry their young children who are fearful of being bitten by leeches or find the 
hike too long and tedious. The SEMAI guides bemoan the fact that despite the trails being too 
steep for children as young as six, they are allowed to accompany their parents up the precipitous 
trails. Due to the misrepresentation of the trails as „relatively easy‟, with „tarred roads‟ to these 
tourists, parents come with young kids in tow, some barely a year old. As the option of leaving 
the children behind in the village is not viable, parents insist that their children go along for the 
hike. The nature guides rather resent being compelled to be carriers of children, for the fees from 
guiding seem rather meagre to have to contend also with struggling up slippery steep slopes 
carrying children. I noticed also, as a participant in these treks up the denai to view the famed 
Rafflesia with the tourists, that tourist demands are always laden with expectations of impeccable 
guiding by the guides, since as inhabitants of the forest, they ought to possess an intimate 
knowledge of the forest. What the tourists obtain from the encounters with locals, is 
fundamentally different from what the locals conceive of tourism, and what they wish to gain 
from the endeavour. However, this does not mean that the local guides are not able to exert some 
form of resistance to being typecast as „primitives‟:  
„That first time I took some tourists into the forest, I was still a greenhorn and 
very unsure of the way. Pak A (one of the older knowledgeable guides) was 
leading the way in front. I was in the middle, and along the way, one of the 
tourists asked me: “Adik (Malay term for „little sister‟), which way do we go?” 
This is because Pak A walks as fast as a train! He zooms past, like a train, and is 
never short of breath. He has walked on, and our group has gotten stranded 
because we have lost sight of him. So I replied, „I have no idea!‟ The tourist said: 
“How can you not know the way?” I explained: “I am new at guiding, uncle.” 
The tourist said, “How is it possible that someone living in this place not know?” 
“Yes, I live here, but I have never explored this particular forest trail!” Then I 
said, “Come with me”, and tried to find by guesswork which trail is it that Pak A 
took. Thankfully we managed to find the right trail and we caught up with Pak A. 
Pak A never waits up.‟ – NL, a 19-year-old female SEMAI guide. 
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The suggestion, therefore, is of a meeting between different groups of people with very different 
expectations and hopes about tourism and their relations to it. These spaces of the tourist 
„borderzones‟ are synonymous with „empty meeting grounds‟ which MacCannell (1992:2) 
suggests are „not really empty‟ but „vibrant with people and potential and tense with repression‟. 
The tension within this „site of struggle‟ (Bruner, 1996:159) is more is more immediately among 
the foreign tourists, who, operating under the Western concept of landscape as „wilderness‟, 
consider the tourist fee of RM57 to be too steep for „viewing nature, which is actually free‟ (as a 
German tourist remarked). Domestic tourists consider the amount appropriate, as they perceive 
this to be „helping the marginalised Orang Asli, who are poorer than us‟.  
 






Chapter 7 Conclusion 
 
In many conservation projects around the world the last several decades have witnessed 
an evolution from the exclusionist notion that national parks and protected areas must keep out 
the indigenous inhabitants, to a more accommodating view that realises that indigenous 
inhabitants are part of the natural landscape (Bettinger, 2008:397). In the ongoing dialogue over 
protected-area innovation, however, it is becoming increasingly accepted that protected areas that 
involve indigenous residents are more often more successful than protected areas that follow the 
old „Yellowstone model‟. Moreover, indigenous participation in planning and management opens 
the door to innovative strategies and creates possibilities for new and more effective ways to 
achieve conservation objectives (Salleh and Bettinger 2008:292). However, at the current level of 
discussion in many park systems, indigenous peoples at best are „stakeholders who must compete 
with… other interest groups to get their voice heard‟ (Colchester, 2002:27, quoted in ibid.:291). 
The end-result is the specification of an outside agency like an NGO as an expert in resource 
management to „help‟ local people in the conservation effort. In the process, though, any 
professed sense of local empowerment is scuppered. In short, an insider/outsider relationship is 
imagined in which an undefined local community is enabled by an external actor intent on 
mobilising those inside in an appropriate manner of conservation.   
But it is not that „empowerment‟ as it is commonly understood fails to take place. It often 
does occur albeit unevenly, through discourses of „environmentality‟ that some agents begin to 
evince. Rather, it is that empowerment is attained at the expense of significant loss of „freedom‟ 
from surveillance and control. Empowerment is thus bought at a price. The very practices that 
enable the downtrodden – usually with NGO help – to sometimes set off the forces sovereignty 
are also an invitation for processes of governmentality to intrude ever more systematically into 
the lives of marginalised peoples. How this is done is by silencing the contributions from them. 
Empowerment, a bit like NGOs themselves, may be seen to reflect ambivalent, if not 
contradictory processes.  
Yet the point of this thesis is not to dismiss NGOs as an actor that empowers the 
disenfranchised indigenous peoples (Orang Asli) of Peninsular Malaysia. This is because within 
the realm of community participatory tourism initiated by the MNS, the contact zones between 
tourists and locals proceeds in a dynamic manner, where transculturation of ideas occur. The 
problem of native Orang Asli is often attributed to their lack of power. Consequently the 
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assumption is that environmental policies that favour indigenous people could only come about 
when they are handed or given power. However, there are two problems with this reasoning. In 
the first place, „Orang Asli‟ is not a fixed identity; therefore, there is a struggle over determining 
or socially constructing an identity. Moreover, since power is not a commodity – something to be 
handed in (given) – Orang Asli, through resistance and other means, have exercised power in 
their relations with state and non-state actors like NGOs, thus changing the mechanisms of 
domination and the discourses of normalisation deployed to sustain them. It is hoped then, that 
corrective (ecological) programs planned and undertaken by local people guided by local 
knowledge will eventually be actualised, as they are  
likely to be more effective not only because more nuanced, culturally sensitive, 
and less disruptive than centralized programs operating in terms of highly 
aggregated and simplified information, but also because they strengthen rather 
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Appendix 1: Cermoh Manah-Manah 
 
 
Cermoh Manah-Manah #1 
 
Bah Lut is small in stature (Malay: katik), and destitute (Malay: fakir). He is thin, with boils on 
his face, and is humble to the point of even taking on the appearance of an ignoramus sometimes. 
Despite being diminutive and destitute, he managed to win the heart of the princess of the Malay 
raja (king). Even though he is poor, she slept with him, because she liked him. After she has had 
relations with him, she went to her father the raja. She said: “Father, I want to marry Bah Lut the 
fakir. Her father the raja was furious when he heard that. He bellowed at her: “You are really 
stupid to want to marry him! What does he have? He is a poor man with nothing, except for his 
blowpipe (Malay: sumpit; Semai: belau).” She insisted on marrying him nonetheless.  
 
So the raja gathered all the eligible bachelors of the village together and told them that whoever 
is able to fit into the shoes of the princess will be given her hand in marriage. He said: 
“Whosoever wants to marry my daughter, take off your shoes and see if her shoes fit.” Bah Lut 
sat on top of a coconut tree and observes the proceedings below. Many of the eligible bachelors 
were all busy wanting to try on the princess‟ shoes, since whoever is able to fit will have her hand 
in marriage, but her feet are exceptionally petite. After all have tried without success to fit into 
her shoes, the raja calls out, “Bah Lut, Bah Lut! Eh, poor boy, try on this pair of shoes. If it fits 
you, you may marry my daughter.” Bah Lut replied, “How can this be? Oi, I don‟t want to. The 
princess is beautiful, how can you give her to me in marriage?” Twice, thrice, the raja called to 
him. After the third time, Bah Lut came, dressed in his loin-cloth (Malay: cawat), holding his 
blowpipe. And he tried on the princess‟ shoes. Everyone saw that it was a good fit; not too big, 
not too small. So the raja said, “Your feet are just right for the princess‟ shoes. There, she may 
marry you.” The crowd broke out in uproarious mayhem in protest, as Bah Lut was poor and 
ugly, but managed to win the princess‟ hand. The rest of the bachelors were rich, and some were 
even of noble birth.  
 
Afterwards, Bah Lut and the princess got married and had a marriage feast for 7 days and 7 
nights. When the marriage ceremony and feasting was over, the angry group of bachelors who 
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failed to obtain the princess‟s hand in marriage conspired to attack Bah Lut. They connived to 
war with him, because they were indignant that Bah Lut succeeded in marrying the princess. 
They did not think him qualified to do so. After 3 whole days of plotting, they attacked the palace 
where Bah Lut was staying with his father-in-law the raja and the princess. There was only one 
of him but the rest were great in numbers. He did not even have any weapon. Even his blowpipe 
was left at own home. The other men began to attack the palace with artillery. The raja said, “We 
are all going to die this time.” Bah Lut replied, “They have many weapons, we have nothing. 
How are we to fight? Use all that we have at hand now to defend the palace first.” After saying 
that, Bah Lut went down the palace and sat on a stool. He sat down. He said to his wife the 
princess, “You don‟t have to follow me. Let me die alone.” His wife insisted on coming along 
with him. Bah Lut took a lalang (a type of tall coarse grass) in his hands and sat down. The 
cannonballs hit the palace, and the whole palace was demolished. But surprisingly, all three of 
them remained unhurt - the princess on his side, and the raja cowering behind him. All of them 
did not perish. The group of attacking men came towards him with weapons and swords, and tried 
to cut off his head. But he did not die. After all their ammunition has been exhausted, Bah Lut 
challenged them: “Come, fight on. Attack us some more.” So they used their other weapons and 
continued to attack. The whole time Bah Lut did not take the offence. He merely sat down 
quietly. After they have attacked the second time and failed, Bah Lut spoke up: “I actually did not 
want to fight you, but you attacked me.” After saying so, he recited incantations (Malay: jampi; 
Semai: cagor) and the lalang that he held in his hands began slashing at them all, killing all of 
them.  
 
After it is over, he changed his home in the forest. He built a new home for himself and his in-
laws made of gold in the forest. He erected four wooden poles on the ground and began to recite 
incantations over them. From there appeared a house made of gold pillars, gold doors and a gold 
roof. Every room in the house was of gold. So after the war, all of them moved into the new gold 
palace. Whatever they required for food, Bah Lut would use his skills as a halaa‟ and chant, and 
there would appear anything they need to eat. The raja did not have to lift a finger. Bah Lut 









(The exact place of occurrence itself varies with each retelling of the myth by various separate 
informants. In this instance, my informant related the occurrence in the neighbouring village of 
Ulu Kampar, and the protagonist is Bah Lut). 
 
 
Cermoh Manah-Manah #2 
In the village of Ulu Kampar, Bah Lut went out with his blowpipe one day to catch a monkey. He 
counted the ones he managed to shoot with the blowpipe, and saw that he has caught a lot of 
monkeys. Then his mother-in-law saw one of the dead monkeys. She said to him, “What a pity. I 
adore this monkey. I would like to make it my plaything.” So they dressed up the monkey in 
human attire. They put on a shirt and a pair of shorts on the monkey, and a cap on its head. They 
put colourful flowers over the neck of the monkey to beautify it. Bah Lut then chanted (Malay: 
jampi) and the monkey came to life. It turned round and round and round in circles. They made it 
dance, while the other villagers looked on and laughed in merriment at the performing monkey 
dressed in human clothing. Come evening, before the sun has even fully set, the whole village 
ended up being struck by a thundersquall and was swallowed up by an earthquake. There was a 
gaping chasm the size of a tin mine where the village used to be. The man escaped to Batu 7 at 
Cameron Highlands. There he jumped into the tualang tree. He is able to do so as he possesses 
the skills of a halaa‟. He said to the tualang: “I wish to die”, as he has committed a grave 
transgression of tərlaid. The tualang tree opened up and he fell in. Thunder (Malay: guruh) 
pursued him all the way there. Thunder attempted to follow him into the tualang tree, but the 
tualang tree closed itself up. And hence Thunder was stuck halfway in the tree. But Bah Lut 
managed to escape, together with his woman. Only the two of them managed to escape; all the 
villagers died. Not one remained. Both Bah Lut and the woman entered the „stomach‟ (i.e. the 
core) of the tualang tree, and the tree was turned into a sacred place (Malay: keramat). It remains 
standing to this day. Whatever our wishes now, their keramat is the one that grants us dreams to 








Myth of the Origin of Thunder (Enku) 
 
In the beginning Enku did not have a voice. He opens his mouth wide, but the 
sound that emerges is silent.  However, the tortoise (Malay: kura-kura) possessed 
a loud booming voice. Enku met the tortoise one day and asked to exchange 
voices. He said, “Take my voice; give me yours.” The tortoise very imprudently 
agreed to it. He is crying in regret now that he has the Enku‟s voice. Enku said, “I 
acquired your voice, now everyone in the heavens, after hearing it, admired the 
beauty of its sound.” This is because his original voice is not good. He desires 
this loud booming voice because he wants to frighten us ordinary people in order 
that we do not break the rules and commit terlaid. Enku is constantly very fearful 
that the tortoise would extract his voice and take it back. So we burn the tortoise 
when there is approaching thunderstorm, so that Enku is frightened and unable to 
bid his brother Pes, the storm, to come. If he has no voice, he will not be able to 
bellow out to Pes to get him to come. Otherwise if Pes comes, the sky will 
















Cermoh Manah-Manah #3 
 
Bah Lut, armed with his blowpipe (Semai: berlau; Malay: sumpit), went into the forest to hunt for 
monkeys (Semai: beruk) with his seven brothers. They each ventured deep into the forest one 
after the other in order to hunt the monkeys. The eldest brother was the first to enter the forest. 
While hunting in the forest, late in the afternoon, the eldest met with a giant (Semai: cerngot). 
The cerngot invited him to his home. So he followed the cerngot back to its hut, and there the 
cerngot offered him a variety of delicious forest produce to eat – sugarcane, bananas, tapioca, etc. 
But it is a ploy of the cerngot. He gave the eldest brother a type of white sugarcane to eat which 
has the property of making the eater drowsy and fall asleep. After the eldest brother has eaten, he 
fell into a deep slumber. The cerngot took a bamboo with a sharp end and pierced the ear of the 
sleeping brother, thus killing him. That‟s the end for the man! The cerngot killed the brother and 
ate him up. The bones he placed inside a basket.  
 
The following day, the second brother ventured into the forest with the same intention of 
blowpiping (Semai: put berlau) a monkey. Late in the afternoon, he also met with the cerngot. 
The cerngot invited him back into his hut, and offered him bananas, tapioca, together with the 
white sugarcane that makes one drowsy. After he has eaten and fallen asleep, the cerngot killed 
him and ate him up. The bones he kept in a basket. Now there are 5 of them left. One by one they 
ventured deep into the forest and each one met with the cerngot and was eaten by it. So only the 
youngest, Bah Lut, was left.  
 
That night, Bah Lut had a dream. He dreamt about the reason why all his brothers have failed to 
return. He dreamt that his brothers have been eaten by the cerngot. In the dream, he was 
forewarned by a gunig61: “Tomorrow you will follow the trail of your brothers who are lost in the 
forest and have been eaten by the cerngot. Follow it. You will meet with a cerngot. When you 
reach its hut, it will offer you bananas, sugarcane, tapioca to eat. There is a type of sugarcane that 
is white in colour. It is to make you sleep. Do not eat the white sugarcane. It is dangerous.” 
 
So the following day, Bah Lut brought along a flute (Semai: serunai; Malay: seruling) and went 
into the forest. He followed his brothers‟ trails and finally arrived at the cerngot‟s hut. The 
                                                             
61
 According to Dentan (1968:137), a gunig is: (1) A ruai that, under the proper circumstances, will aid a 
halaa‟ in the diagnosis and treatment of disease. (2) An organism with a ruai of this sort.  
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cerngot invited him in. So he went into the cerngot‟s hut. “What do you want?” the cerngot 
asked. “I‟m hungry,” Bah Lut replied. It is a lie. He lied to the cerngot that he was hungry. The 
cerngot gave him the bananas, tapioca, including the sugarcane that makes one drowsy. He 
knows that the white sugarcane can make one fall into deep slumber, so he did not consume it, as 
he has been warned in a dream not to eat it. Those food items that do not make one sleepy, he ate. 
The cerngot asked, “Why are you not eating this white sugarcane?” “Wait, wait, I will eat them 
later,” Bah Lut replied. He has dreamed about it, so he knows he should not consume it. His 
brothers were killed by the cerngot because they did not know; they did not dream about it, so 
they were not aware of its dangers. After finishing his meal, he took out his flute (Malay: 
seruling) and began playing it. The music made the cerngot sleepy. “I wish to lie down,” the 
cerngot said, after listening to the music. “Lie down, lie down, I want to lie down too”. But he 
was lying to the cerngot. After awhile, he looked at the cerngot and saw that he is sound asleep. 
He called out to it, “Wake up, wake up.” The cerngot could not get up. It is sound asleep, as if 
dead. Bah Lut took a bamboo with a sharp end, as sharp as a nail, and pierced the ear of the 
cerngot, killing it.  
 
After the cerngot has died, Bah Lut searched for his dead brothers‟ bones that the cerngot kept in 
the basket. He took the bones of his brothers and kept them in a safe place. Then he set fire to the 
cerngot‟s hut and burnt it down. After it was burnt down, he swore: “This cerngot shall not come 
back to haunt us. If it has died, it should remain dead and not live again. Hah! You shall perish! 
Then only will you learn your lesson!” After that, he took some incense (Semai: kemian) and 
recited incantations (Malay: jampi; Semai: cagor) over his brothers‟ bones. His brother‟s bones 
spoke up, “Why are you waking us from our sleep?” “You are not asleep,” Bah Lut replied, 
“You‟ve died! You‟ve been eaten by the cerngot.” After he has chanted over them, they came 
alive.  
 





























Appendix 3: SEMAI Cooperative Logo 
 
 
 
 
 
